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1. CLOSE TO HOME


I live in the foothills of the northern Colorado Rockies with dozens of trout streams within day-trip range, so it’s easy for me to recommend fishing close to home. The advantages are obvious. You can play hooky to go fishing at a moment’s notice; it only takes one trip to the pickup to pack your minimal gear (you know how little you need because you need so little); you know right where you want to go and have plenty of backups in case someone has high-graded your spot; and a rained-out day isn’t a deal breaker—you just go home and come back when the creek clears. Eventually fishing becomes such a normal part of daily life that you can stop for a half gallon of milk on the way home.

I understand that not everyone is so lucky; a precious few have it easier, but most have it harder. I might once have said that you make that kind of luck for yourself, and in some ways you do, but it’s just as often true that people end up where they are through no fault of their own and are then faced with making the best of it.

I know that because I’ve temporarily ended up in a few places I didn’t care for over the years (Cleveland comes immediately to mind), but I was young and unattached enough to be able to move on as soon as I comprehended my predicament. I may also have understood that the option to move on would begin to wane with the accumulation of possessions and entanglements, which at the time only made the idea of blowing town seem more attractive. In fact, there were a number of years when literally or figuratively blowing town at the slightest provocation was my modus operandi.

I didn’t exactly weigh all my options before I finally bought property and sank roots where I am now; it was just that when the opportunity came for that to happen I liked where I was and thought, Why not? I’d recently turned thirty and my father had died, leaving me a small inheritance: two things I didn’t see coming. A few years earlier this might have gone differently, but by then I was just old enough to realize I only had two choices here: wake up in five years dead broke and with an epic hangover, or spend the whole wad on something I could hold on to and make use of, like a house. There were those in my family who said my modest windfall would be enough for a down payment on a nice little starter home in a decent neighborhood, but they’d overlooked my position as someone with no credit rating who’d be hard-pressed to convince a bank that I was “employed” as a freelance writer. Even I could see I wasn’t the type to come up with a mortgage payment once a month like clockwork.

So I found a wretched but habitable little house with an asking price of about what I had on hand and bought it outright. It was the cheapest house for sale in the county and with good reason, but it was within walking distance of a sleepy little town I liked and across the road from a trout stream I fished often, which made up for a lot. There was a tense moment when the seller balked—even though people weren’t exactly lining up to buy this place—but in a rare burst of insight I realized he’d taken one look at me and assumed a cash transaction of this size must involve drug money. So I took him aside and straightened him out. He said he was sorry to hear about my dad and the deal went through.

As I said, I already knew and liked the stream across the road from my new house, but with a home base just downstream of the confluence of its three forks, I set out to explore the entire drainage as time permitted. The majority of it was on federal land—national forest, national park, and wilderness area—that was sometimes difficult to reach, but at least it was public. A few stretches lower down were private and had to be finessed in one way or another. (By that I mean I always at least tried to get permission.) The project went on for decades in a haphazard way and I can’t swear that it was ever actually completed, but to this day if someone asks me what’s down in here or way up there I can tell them in convincing detail.

Naturally I discovered some sweet spots that held good-size trout and where I never saw another soul and I believed—or wanted to believe—that these places were unknown to anyone except one young, intrepid trout bum. That was the kind of glamorous notion that’s irresistible at a certain age, even though it stretches the bounds of belief.

Some years later, on a junket to Canada’s Northwest Territories, a friend and I talked a guide into taking us to some bona fide virgin water. It was a feeder creek that the lodge we were fishing from—the only lodge that had ever operated in the region—knew for sure they’d never taken sports to. Furthermore, this wasn’t the kind of place First Nation netters would ever have gone; they’d have stuck with the bigger water that would be easier to fish and yield better hauls.

So we alternately paddled and walked a canoe a few miles up that creek, where we caught arctic grayling weighing around a pound each and some hammer-handle-size pike. The only thing that was exceptional about the place was that we were pretty sure we were the first ones to ever fish there. It was an ambition satisfied, but by then new ideas about preservation had stolen the romance from the notion of breaking new sod like a pioneer and replaced it with the sneaking suspicion that maybe we humans, with our monstrous egos and appetites, should leave a few places unspoiled. So I came away with mosquito bites and mixed feelings. I never felt guilty about fishing there, but I wasn’t as pleased with myself as I’d expected to be and I dropped the part of the fantasy where I named the creek and then went on to live long enough to see that name on a map.

As time went on I worked hard, or at least steadily, traveled more, and finally reached a point where I actually could convince a bank I was gainfully employed as a writer. But I’d never developed the habit of borrowing, so the only time I actually did it I got so creeped out that I paid off the loan early, incidentally saving myself a pile in interest. As Craig Nova said, “Credit is a good friend, but a hard master, while cash is a constant like the speed of light.”

Another constant was the water near home that I’d become thoughtlessly familiar with and felt I knew better than anyone. My evidence was—and still is—that when the streams are fishable I know where to go, what fly to tie on, and where and how to cast in order to catch trout. (More and bigger trout than any other competent fly-fisher could manage? I like to think so, but who’s to say?) Sometimes I’m even able to pick the species I feel like catching: brown trout lower down, shading to brook trout at higher elevations, and finally to some cutthroats holding on way up in the high country, where the streams are cold and narrow and the season is short. The transitions between species are indistinct; they occur at different elevations depending on the creek, and they’ll sometimes move around from year to year, but seldom by more than a mile or so. Of course that’s not counting fish that pop up unexpectedly where I’ve come to think they shouldn’t be, but then however intimately you think you know a stream it can still surprise you.

A good-size trout in any of these creeks will be around 10 inches long, with plenty smaller and a few larger. A 12- or 14-incher is a real nice fish and in the forty-plus years I’ve fished here I’ve landed a handful in the neighborhood of 16 inches, including one lovely cutthroat that almost brought me to tears and probably would have if there hadn’t been a witness present. And more recently there was an 18-inch brown that made me glad I had a witness along to measure the fish and back up my story. But even then we got looks from friends that suggested they thought we’d shared a recently legalized doobie and gotten hysterical about a 14-incher. I was insulted at first, but then decided that if anyone chose not to believe in the hidden pool where the big trout lives, it was okay with me.

I’ve caught larger and more exotic fish elsewhere. I wouldn’t trade a minute of that, and plan to do it again as often as possible, but this modest, hometown water where the benchmark trout will always be around nine or 10 inches long is a fine thing to come home to, regardless of where I’ve been. This isn’t the kind of destination water that attracts hordes of technicians and headhunters. It’s fished mostly by locals and the odd tourist with a day to kill. For decades its well-deserved reputation for mediocrity has saved it, although that’s not to say it hasn’t changed.

In the years I’ve fished here there have been high runoffs, and one massive thousand-year flood that profoundly rearranged the drainage in places, not to mention droughts—some lasting as long as five seasons—plus all the other natural and man-made slings and arrows trout streams are heir to. In some big snowpack years the water stayed so high and cold that there was virtually no fishing season at all unless you wanted to resort to worms and sinkers. But fish eat well in high water, so the following year, after a more or less normal runoff receded, the trout were big and fat and there were lots of them. On the other hand, late in some drought years there was hardly enough water to keep a trout wet and by the following spring we’d lost whole age classes of larger fish to winterkill.

These are undammed streams, so it’s all about rain and snow, heat and cold, absent the human greed, shortsightedness, and lawsuits that begin to kick in at the first irrigation head gates. Once the runoff comes down in a normal year, the online readout from the gauging stations forms a gentle wave: up slightly at night as the day’s snowmelt reaches the gauge and down slightly during the day to reflect the cold, high-elevation nights. It looks like the slow heartbeat of a large animal at rest, disturbed only by the occasional thunderstorm.

Over time I’ve learned to hope for normal seasons, but enjoy the fat years all the more knowing they won’t last and endure the poor ones in the equally secure knowledge that things will eventually turn around. I’m not sure this has taught me to take a longer philosophical view of things, but it’s at least shown me the qualities of character that would require.

I no longer fish the stretch of the main branch that flows through town and past the place where my old house used to stand. Over the last thirty years there have been two so-called improvement projects done there. They were both undertaken by people with the best intentions and have attracted the attention of more fly-fishers, but what was once a pretty stretch of trout stream now looks like a suburban water feature and the fishing is nowhere near as good as it was under the regime of benign neglect this little river used to enjoy.

The once-sleepy little town has gone in the same direction. After the influx of peripheral hippies that I was part of came the yuppies, Gen Xers, millennials, and more recently hipsters with their big beards, flannel shirts, and skinny jeans; many of them are the kind that move to a town with dirt streets because they think it’s charming, and then complain about the dust. Where there were once no stoplights, there are now four; where what passed for traffic once consisted of pickup trucks and big American sedans, there are now sometimes more bikes than cars, and the cup of coffee that used to cost a quarter now runs three dollars, although, to be fair, that’s mostly just inflation and the coffee is a lot better than the dishwater-strength Folger’s we used to get.

And speaking of inflation, the town can’t grow much because it’s surrounded on three sides by open public land, so real estate prices have climbed to meet the growing demands of gentrification, surprising the hell out of the few remaining natives. When the time finally came for me to cash out and blow town again, my old place was worth so much more than I’d paid for it—not the house (they bulldozed that within a week of the closing) but the land it sat on—that I could relocate north into the next county to a better old house on some acreage with more mule deer and rabbits than neighbors. A man in the business once told me that your best allies in real estate are longevity and the dumb luck to want out when others want in, and in fact this was the perfect move. I didn’t even lose any of my home water. I just added twenty minutes to the commute.

I did briefly consider moving away entirely—maybe to one of the places where I’d fished for a week, caught bigger trout, and come back thinking, You know, I could live there—but it turns out I guessed right back in my thirties: the roots eventually grow too deep to be pulled up without permanent damage. So instead I became one of those guys who give directions like “Go through town and turn right where the old lumber yard used to be.”

I now mostly stick to the upper forks of the drainage, through the canyons and on up into the headwaters, even though at least in their more accessible stretches some of these creeks have gotten noticeably more crowded. That’s because the population of the state has more than doubled since I moved here and fly-fishing, which was still a sporting backwater in the 1970s, is now as fashionable as skiing. So people keep moving here because it’s a beautiful place to live, but no one ever leaves for the same reason. The upshot is that it’s ever so slightly less beautiful than it once was, although you wouldn’t notice that if you hadn’t been here all along to see it happen.

And yes, it’s disheartening to find a stranger standing in what was once your secret pool and it’s either more or less disheartening in direct relation to how much trouble you went through to get there. Consequently, it’s easy to conclude that this upstart is fishing it all wrong, although it’s best not to hang around and watch, hoping to have that opinion verified. We local fishermen are widely believed (if not by others, then at least by ourselves) to have our home waters wired, but as Robert Traver pointed out, sometimes it’s the out-of-town nimrods who come in with fresh eyes, new ideas, and the latest fly patterns and proceed to fish circles around us. That does sting a little, but the deeper wound is that what were once our little secrets have become common knowledge.

For a long time the obvious solution to more people was simply to go earlier and hike farther than anyone else, thereby outdistancing the competition. That still works, but it now takes longer. I noticed that at some point the strategy of hiking farther and the reality of getting older began to diverge in inconvenient ways. It sneaks up on you, but eventually a mile at altitude begins to feel like a mile and a half, then two miles, and so on. I won’t dwell on this, but if you’re still curious you should read the late Donald Hall’s excellent book Essays after Eighty. It will either ease your fears about old age or make you vow to shoot yourself at age seventy-nine.

I suspect that I now fish this water differently than I did more than four decades ago, although I’m not sure I can put a finger on exactly how. It’s true that we all develop a fishing style tailored to the water we’re most familiar with—ranging from balls-to-the-wall to methodical to meditative—but it’s also true that every day out constitutes its own little self-contained drama and no two are exactly alike.

Some days I fish with a kind of quasi-scientific curiosity, casting to every inch of water and noting where the takes come from as if I were studying the characteristics of holding water. Other days I move right along, cherry-picking the known honey holes, calling my shots, congratulating myself when I’m right, and instantly forgetting about it when I’m wrong. Usually I’ll fish a size 14 or 16 dry fly trailing a lightly weighted soft hackle dropper of the same size. Other days I’ll just fish the dry fly, wanting to hook only those trout that are willing to come the full distance to the surface, if only because the take is such a pretty sight.

When I’m fishing with certain friends we’ll leapfrog from pool to pool and compare notes later. With others we’re more likely to trade off, with one of us casting and the other offering commentary like an announcer at a chess tournament, only not as serious.

When I’m fishing alone I’ll occasionally just walk the creek waiting for some sign to start casting and figuring I’ll know it when I see it. Sometimes it’s as obvious as a sputtering hatch and a pod of rising trout. Other times it’s something peripheral, like a patch of ripe raspberries or a few doorknob-size boletus mushrooms so small and fresh they’re not yet wormy, that makes me stop. (I carry brown paper bags in my daypack for these finds, although often enough I’ll just graze on the berries on-site.) On rare days it’s something as vague as a quality of the light or a certain stillness in the air that seems to make the water vibrate with possibility, but I think that’s less mystical than it sounds. It’s just that some of the things you know about your home water operate beneath the level of full consciousness and only reveal themselves disguised as intuition.

Sometimes I even have dreams about these creeks. In one that woke me up bolt upright before dawn I hook a fish so big that when I tighten the line and the fish begins to struggle I realize the bed of the stream I’m standing on is actually the fish’s back. I look down to see that the fist-size cobbles have turned to black spots on a bronze background, which would make this a brown trout the size of a school bus. That’s it; there’s no plot, no story line, just that one image that leaves me awake and blinking. Sometimes I have dreams so inexplicable that I assume they were meant for someone else and leaked into my head by accident, but that one—whatever it means—is mine alone.

I do love to catch trout—it becomes a hard habit to break—but more often now I find myself going out close to home not to clean up on fish, but just to prove to myself that they’re still there. So far they always have been, although they’re more or less cooperative depending on a hundred variables that can change by the hour. But in fact, these creeks near home have held up better over more than half my lifetime than anything else I can think of.

I no longer wonder, as I once did, how things might have gone if I’d settled somewhere else: maybe on a bigger, snazzier watershed that people travel long distances to reach hoping for blanket hatches and trout that regularly crack 20 inches. I can and do go to places like that when I get the chance and when I get back home I’m happy where I am.

I only have one friend that I’ve known for as long as I’ve fished my home water. We don’t see that much of each other anymore, but when we do get together—usually to go fishing—we pick right up in the middle of a nearly half-century-long conversation that will end only with one of our funerals. I’ve fished a lot of places and met a lot of people, but there are only a handful of streams that I know inside out and an equally small number of people whom I consider to be close friends. But a few of each is enough when you’re loyal as a dog to all of them.
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2. SHOULDER SEASON


A low pressure front from the Pacific Northwest had hung up on the nearby Continental Divide like a kite in a tree and pieces of it were tearing off and blowing east over the river. For a while there’d be bright but ineffective sunlight from a chilly blue sky and the river would seem dead; then a bank of slate-colored clouds and spitting snow would sail in on a colder breeze, shading the river, dropping the temperature, and triggering a flurry of Blue-wing Olive mayflies and rising trout.

While it was cloudy I’d cast my brace of small dry flies, mending my line to get a down-and-across-stream drift against the far bank where some feeding trout were stacked up. When the sun came back out and the rise sputtered to a stop, I’d furl my leader and stand waiting for the next squall with my mind at first racing impatiently, then gradually slowing, and finally idling like a car waiting at a stoplight. The sunlight felt warm in an indecisive way and the air smelled piney, but with a metallic edge from the lingering chill. It would have been a beautiful early spring day in the Rockies except that the fish had stopped biting.

That was last year on a river I fish often in the spring because it’s only twenty miles from home, so I can drop everything to run up there when the weather turns snarky enough to bring on a hatch. I remember that specific day because the cloud cover was like an on/off switch and it was a vivid example of how weather-dependent these little mayflies are. It was the kind of episode you’d invent to illustrate the point if you were the kind of storyteller who invented things.

This was in mid-April, when the first migrating hummingbirds begin to arrive from Central America, the first bears awake from hibernation looking skinny and befuddled, income taxes come due, and the Blue-wing Olive hatches begin to dribble off on days when the weather suits them. I don’t recall how many trout I caught that day, but I’ll guess that, as usual, I hooked and landed a fraction of the strikes I got, so it wouldn’t have been many. The browns and rainbows in this hard-fished catch-and-release tailwater have learned the neat trick of being in two places at once like certain subatomic particles, allowing them to eat your fly but be somewhere else entirely when you set the hook.

Getting out in this shoulder season is one of the great low-key pleasures of the sport. Conditions are often so far from perfect that you can’t reasonably expect more than a pleasantly fishless walk along a river where, without fretting too much about success, you can work out the off-season kinks in your casting, get your river legs back, and relocate the leaks in your waders you forgot to patch last fall. If you happen to guess the weather and the seasonal timing right and a little hatch sputters off, good; you made the right call. Even better if you hang a trout or two and better yet if there’s no one else on the river so that on what might have been just another day, you can drive home feeling cagey. Sure, the fishing could have been better, but when you’re out early like this a few small trout against the odds seem more in the spirit of the season than lots of bigger ones. That will come soon enough, but for now it’s best to ease in slowly. It’s barely spring here at an elevation of 7,500 feet, with remnant snow still lingering in the shade, and November, when it all begins to wind down again, seems like a lifetime away.

Here in Colorado it’s entirely up to you when you decide to get out, since there’s no closed fishing season like there was in the Midwest, where I grew up. Back there it was all about opening day, which some in my family took seriously and others considered—along with bag limits and no trespassing signs—to be no more than suggestions. When I bought my first resident fishing license here in 1969, I asked the man behind the counter when the season opened. He said, “It never closes. You can fish any day of the year you can stand to be out there.” I’d never heard of such a thing, but it seemed like a crucial element of the hippie utopia we envisioned back then: no Big Brother telling you when you could or couldn’t go fishing.

I was pretty footloose in those days and hadn’t so much moved to Colorado as just sort of washed up here, but I remember putting the license in my wallet, walking out into a cold late winter afternoon, and thinking—in a voice that sounded suspiciously like that of a favorite uncle—Boy, I believe you’ve landed in the right place.

Not long after that I became what they used to call a “frostbite fisherman”: someone who fishes with a fly rod from November through February just because rivers below bottom-draw dams stay open and marginally fishable through the winter. This was usually a matter of dredging small nymphs with split shot on the leader while your line froze in the guides and your feet went numb in your waders, although if you spent enough time on the water a rise of trout to a midge hatch wasn’t out of the question. It seemed worth doing because it was not only possible to catch trout on flies in the winter, but it was legal.

I haven’t entirely given that up, but I now think more in terms of the early Olive and midge hatches that hold out more hope of fishing a floating fly. I’ve never been quite the dry fly purist I once pretended to be—there are too many other interesting ways to catch fish on a fly rod—but nymphing comes in fourth for me after stripping streamers, swinging wet flies, and of course drifting a dry fly. I don’t really think dry flies are superior to other fishing techniques, but I do think that tying on a floating fly and waiting for a hatch reintroduces an element of restraint that’s been missing from the sport over the last few decades.

This is a stance that seems more common among older fishermen. I recently got a handwritten letter from an artist I know who said he hadn’t emailed because he “doesn’t do screens”—this less than a year after the last poet I knew who still wrote on a typewriter died in his eighties. More to the point, a writer whom I’ve read for years but only recently met on the Bitterroot River in April said he “Doesn’t do nymphs.” I said, “Me neither,” which wasn’t strictly true, but close enough. So we fished floating Skwala stonefly patterns on a cold day when nymphs would surely have gotten us into more than the one brown trout we landed that day, but neither of us was sorry. They say getting older is a process of elimination and I wonder if we eventually start defining ourselves solely in terms of what we won’t do.

It was a month earlier, in March, when my artist friend Bob White and I went to the Green River in Utah. Bob lives in Minnesota, and although he knew the Green by reputation, he’d never fished it. I had fished it a few times years ago, but it was always six weeks later when the Blue-wing Olive hatch was in full swing and the seasonal crowds of fishermen caused trailer jams at the boat ramps and traffic problems on the water.

Back then we fished with a fine guide named Denny Breer, a large, broad-shouldered, good-natured man who was more philosophical than I was about this. We’d get out early before the worst of the rush, and when the crowd caught up with us Denny would simply beach his wooden drift boat and we’d drink coffee and talk while they pounded on through. Ten minutes after the last boat went around the bend, the trout that had been put down would begin to rise tentatively. Ten minutes after that they’d be back in their feeding rhythm and Denny would say, “Okay, you guys ready?”

This was a strategy designed to win the battle by not fighting it, as well as an object lesson in the idea that other fishermen aren’t necessarily your adversary, except maybe in the sense that humanity in general is its own worst enemy.

Those were good days of fishing. The long hatches were thick enough to get the trout feeding eagerly, but not so thick that they wouldn’t notice your fly, and the fish were good-size and strong. Still, months later I’d catch myself recalling the traffic in more detail than the fishing, so after a couple of spring trips I stopped going back.

But then Bob and I got an invitation from a man named Spencer out there in Dutch John, Utah. The word was that the Olives might already be starting to come off by then, and if not we could always fish streamers. Furthermore, it would be early enough that almost no one would be on the water except for a few locals sneaking out ahead of the onslaught of tourists.

It was all true. At the huge paved ramp below the dam there was only one other boat, a raft crewed by a man, a woman, and a young Australian shepherd wearing a doggie life jacket with a suitcase handle on the back. I tried saying hello to the dog, but he was too busy overseeing preparations for the float to be bothered with an out-of-towner. The same could be said of the people. Some locals in the West have a way of observing “You ain’t from around here” that’s not exactly unfriendly, but still freighted with meaning.

Our days started slowly, as days do in March. First we’d linger over big breakfasts at the café in town, then we’d dawdle near the put-in, slowly swinging streamers in the quieter water and drawing the occasional halfhearted nip from one of the smaller fish. It would only be later in the morning when the cold water warmed a few crucial degrees that the larger trout would begin to get curious, if not actually aggressive.

The action would pick up gradually as the morning wore on. We fished light-colored weighted streamers on sink-tip lines, casting them against the steep banks and letting them sink several feet before starting a retrieve. The days were cold and overcast with no glare on the surface and nearly unlimited visibility in the clear water, so we could see everything. Through trial and error we settled on a slow, uneven retrieve as the best tactic. On the first few inquisitive follows I got I sped up my strip hoping to trigger a predatory response, but although a few trout tumbled for that old trick, most turned away as if chasing the fly in that cold water was more trouble than it was worth.

The trout we got to the net were good-size and solid, mostly browns, but also a few big-shouldered rainbows. These fish didn’t fight all that hard, but you get used to that. Back in the frostbite days some fishermen wondered if they were unduly stressing trout by catching them from freezing cold water. But when I asked a fisheries biologist about that, he said it was the opposite, that catching fish in warm water stressed them. “If they seem sluggish when it’s cold,” he said, “it just means you can land ’em quicker and release ’em sooner.” He added that although he’d never seen any studies, he’d be willing to bet that the rate of accidental hooking mortality goes up in the summer and down in the winter.

The canyon we were floating through is famously scenic and Spencer said Bob must be getting great material for his paintings. I said no doubt, but probably not the kind of thing that would be endorsed by the Chamber of Commerce. John Wesley Powell named this stretch the Flaming Gorge for the way the tall red-rock canyon walls lit up in the morning sun, but after looking at hundreds of Bob’s paintings and hanging several of them on my walls at home, I thought he’d pass up the traditionally spectacular scenery in favor of something more along the lines of maroon-barked dogwoods and leafless gray willows under uncertain late winter light.

Sometime in midafternoon when the days had warmed as much as they were going to, a few small Olive mayflies would begin to pop off and we’d start scanning eddies and the tail-outs of riffles for rising trout. There were never many—just scattered small pods of fish here and there leaving quiet rings on the surface—but it was all we needed to switch to the dry fly rods that we’d carried all day in the rod racks. As efficient as the streamers and sinking lines had been, it would take me only a few false casts to remember how much a fly rod loves a dry fly.

We never got many trout this way—there weren’t a lot of risers to begin with and they were easy to put down with a bad drift or a missed strike—but we’d invariably land some nice ones; heavy fish that fought well, and then hung sluggishly in the net to let themselves be released. And then, after an hour or two, the wind would pick up, the temperature would drop, there’d be a leaden change in the light as the sun began to drop invisibly behind the thick lid of clouds and it would be over. We’d drift along scanning the water for a while longer, but the bugs and the rising trout would be gone. Eventually our predatory attentiveness would soften into sightseeing and we’d float the last mile or so to the takeout with a wider view of things, idly thinking about how it would feel to settle into the cab of the pickup with the heater going.

On our last night Bob and I slept in our room in Dutch John to the sound of sleet on the roof and in the morning it was raining with fresh snow visible on the slopes above us. Spencer decided to drive us back to the airport in Salt Lake City by a longer route that would avoid the icy passes by looping through a corner of southwestern Wyoming. This was rolling marginal pastureland punctuated here and there by fence rows, shelter belts, and tree lines marking watercourses, the distances magnified and the colors muted by a curtain of drizzle. There were few cars on the county road and no visible activity at the scattered small spreads we passed, but on a day when the bustle of ranch life had been temporarily brought indoors, lights burned in kitchen windows and outbuildings. We were two hours into the drive and had talked ourselves out when, after we’d ridden along in silence for quite a while, Bob muttered, “Everywhere I look I see Russell Chatham landscapes.”

A few weeks later I was in Missoula, Montana, at a Trout Unlimited event, after which two guys from the club named Mark and Mike took me fishing. (I’m normally bad with names, but “M&M” immediately came to mind as a workable mnemonic.) These trout clubs like to hold their events before the season’s fishing gets started so their members will still be in town, meaning the fishing possibilities were slim, but these guys had settled on a twenty-mile float down the Flathead River on the reservation that sounded interesting. Mark said that hardly anyone fished there this early in the season, that there was a small population of brown trout—as few as ten fish per mile by one account—but that for reasons he didn’t fully understand, they were all big. I liked the sound of it. I’ve always had a gambler’s weak spot for a shot at a big payoff on long odds.

It was a cold day with a stiff, bitter breeze. Within a mile of the put-in we were bundled in every piece of spare clothing we’d brought and happy for the exertion of rowing or lobbing 8-weight rods to help keep us warm. This stretch of river flowed placidly through open, rolling prairie with a riparian fringe of pine, juniper, and cottonwood that made it seem hidden from the big world. I was told that in the summer there’s some recreational boat traffic (“recreational” meaning there’s plenty of beer on board) but on this cold day we had it to ourselves and it was easy to imagine that no one ever came here.

We cast streamers along the banks and stripped them back toward the boat. The casting was so repetitive and the strikes and follows were so few and far between that the fishing became automatic and I now and then had to remind myself to put a little life in my retrieves. This didn’t have the look of rich water and we wondered what these trout were eating, finally deciding that all rivers have their secrets: schools of baitfish, vast herds of crawdads, or some such thing. Whatever it was, there must have been a lot of them because the trout were built like footballs with small heads on round, hard bodies. As predicted, there weren’t many of them, but they were all big. Our smallest was around 19 inches, the largest 23, and all heavy for their size—each one well worth the effort and the long wait between strikes.

Lunch was a high point: a wonderfully spicy stew Mark had made with moose shank, heated up on a camp stove in the partial shelter of a copse of junipers, backed up by cheese, hard salami, and black coffee. Later, back on the river, we spotted a short-eared owl on its perch in a cottonwood, sizing us up uncharitably with his yellow eyes—three men in a boat passing at current speed: no more than a momentary annoyance.

At the takeout a passing tribal ranger parked his big Dodge pickup on the dirt road and ambled over to strike up a conversation. While we broke down our gear and trailered the boat he talked about the vast amount of country he was expected to patrol on his own, his family, the people he knew, the wildlife he’d seen, and some of the odd folks he’d run into out there, as well as the inexplicable shenanigans he’d busted some of them for. This was dragging on, but it was a good story, by turns scary, poignant, and hilarious, and I wondered if we were listening to a book proposal.

After half an hour he finally checked our licenses and tribal permits almost as an afterthought. Then he seemed to notice it was getting dark and we were all packed up, so by way of letting us go he said, “Well, I was glad to run into you guys. This time of year I got no one to talk to.”






[image: Image]


3. THE LEASE


Some friends and I lease a half mile of mountain trout stream that winds across a willow-choked basin at an elevation of 8,500 feet. It’s not quite flat enough through there to be called a meadow stretch, but it’s flatter, wider, and more meandering than the steep water in the canyons above and below, and the wide-open view of the Continental Divide to the west is as corny as a stage set. The property is owned by a rustically fancy lodge that’s been in business continuously for more than a hundred years, although, as is often the case with these old log buildings, the current lodge is built on the ashes of the old one that burned down. This place has been through several incarnations in that time, but it’s now an “events center” that makes its nut in the summer by hosting outdoor weddings with a 14,000-foot mountain as a backdrop.

The stream was leased for a few years by a local outfitter who guided there. In its natural state this water produces feral brown and brook trout not much longer than about nine or 10 inches, but every spring this guy would dump in some big, fat hatchery rainbows for the clients. To his credit, he never actually claimed that these were “wild Rocky Mountain trout,” but he’d fess up only if he was asked, leaving the uninquisitive free to believe whatever made them happy.

Then one year the outfitter dropped the lease and my friend Doug took it over for a token fee that was about what it was worth as a trout stream, but far less than they probably could have gotten for it. That’s because the woman who now owns the lodge doesn’t care about the fishing one way or the other and would probably just let people fish through if it weren’t for the weddings. These are momentous occasions that are fraught with nerves and emotion by nature and the picture-book setting has plenty of built-in drama of its own. At that elevation howling wind can come up suddenly—playing hell with hairdos and flower arrangements—and mountain storms complete with rain, hail, and lightning can pounce in the time it takes to ask, “Was that thunder?” For that matter, it wouldn’t be impossible for an oblivious moose or curious bear to crash the ceremony, although I’ve never heard of that happening. Given those risks, the last thing you want is for the proceedings to be marred by something preventable, like a fisherman yelling “Fuck!” when he misses a strike or being discovered by the mother of the bride as he pees in the bushes.
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