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Some of the names have been changed.

All the fishing stories are real.
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INTRODUCTION A MIDPOINT
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I’m halfway through my life. This bracing metric puts time in perspective: A clear, well-defined before giving way to a symmetrical, even poignant, after. The long view no longer looks so long. I’m forty-five, or I was when I began this book. And it’s true that I’ve been making this dramatic declaration for a few years now, giving the equation an interpretive flexibility, like the message you read in a fortune cookie.

A good part of my life’s first half has been given over to fly fishing. I learned to fish on the lake at our family’s cabin in Wisconsin. Then I got serious and started driving west to the great rivers in Montana. Once arrived, I made a fool of myself which I accepted as part of a long, even noble, process. Back then everything felt new and I loved those road trips—the landscape, the water, the trout, the dive bars, the sense of freedom. Discovering the world comes easy when you’re young and don’t mind sleeping in motels where the television is chained to the wall.

Getting older turns out to come as a surprise, which is mildly embarrassing. My beard has turned many shades of gray, and I’ve started to discover wayward eyebrows that I used to associate with Scotsmen striding the heath with their deerhounds. I’m shocked that the paper edition of the New York Times no longer costs a quarter (it’s now $4, as it happens). I remember when phones had cords, planes had ashtrays, and fax machines were an object of fascination (though to me they still are).

But it’s more than that. I feel a sense of my own obsolescence. My favorite bars are now closed. My favorite bands now dis-banded. Most of my friends have left Manhattan. They discuss prestigious preschools. One bought a lawn mower. This all feels very adult. I’m not among the ranks of homeowners, myself. In fact, until recently my apartment had one closet.

I still set aside time to fish. Some might say a lot of time. Occasionally I meet a person who finds my fishing obsession interesting. In my experience this doesn’t last long. That’s particularly true when it comes to matters of the heart. Until my darling girlfriend moved in with me, my fishing life remained a relative abstraction to her. In close quarters, however, my devotion to the piscatorial arts began to intrude upon household harmony.

How much you fish changes, like so many things, once domestic obligations enter the equation. How could it not? Fishing, which had signified an individualistic streak, now implies a lack of commitment to our shared life. If we start a family then, well, we know how that ends. Fishing moves down the list of priorities and might be left off it entirely. Other things come into focus. I now admit that, yes, the trunk of my car could function as more than my own exclusive fishing storage. It’s been devoted to angling essentials for so long I forgot it could be used for anything else. I’ve also reassessed why I go fishing in the Bahamas with men my father’s age, instead of relaxing on the beach with somebody I’d actually like to see in a bathing suit.

Angling, considered in this light, is no longer seen in the independent Thoreauvian tradition. It might, possibly, looked at in a certain way, be considered a distraction. But a distraction from what? That fishing is secretly the primary focus and everything else is a distraction does not go over well at the dinner table.



So I’ve been thinking about time. When you have a lot of time it’s not something you think much about. When you realize there’s less time, things unfortunately start to move more quickly. Fishing has a specific relationship to time. For many of us, the sport operates in opposition to our so-called real lives. Quarterly tax payments (did I remember to pay those?), meetings, interviews, what makes us, in theory, productive members of society. To fish properly you need time. Money helps. But you can get around that if you’re strategic. Time is the thing. And there’s no way to avoid the friction that fishing seriously means you’re leaving people behind while you’re on the water. People who, when you go salmon fishing in the snow, think you’ve possibly lost your mind.

That fishing exists outside professional duties recommends it. While fishing I can, for a time, ignore deadlines, conference calls, and fandom of my tragic sports teams. I am, in the best sense, out of reception. Except I’m more connected to what’s around me—the shadows on the water, the speed of the clouds, the changing of the light—than at any other time.

Fishing, if we allow it, becomes an antidote to the modern world’s focus on the collective present moment. We’re updated on developing stories, held hostage to the scroll, the chyron, the feed, the notifications. Everything is endlessly suspended in real time and there’s no chance to reflect. Nobody gets their news from the newspaper anymore (even for $4). Once it’s printed, something else is already happening. Forget writing a letter, you might as well start a fire with two sticks.

When you travel to fish, this changes the equation. The first thing to do is establish an advance position on the calendar. Wear something three times and it becomes what the fashion rags call a signature look. All white, nautical stripes, a novel hat, whether it’s good or bad people will recognize it. Similarly the angler must stake out his territory. Go to Patagonia in January once and people think it’s indulgent. Ignore them. The second time they come to terms with it. The third time they expect it. They know you fly to Buenos Aires after New Year’s—this is your thing—and they may roll their eyes but they know you’re unavailable for dinner parties and christenings.

While loved ones must be briefed on your long-term plans, fishing remains, to a large degree, a secret life. Actors, athletes, mayors, marines, short-order cooks, high-stakes gamblers, priests—these professions can only be understood when you’re on the inside. Only another actor will ever understand the humiliation of forgetting your lines on stage. We’re not winning Tony awards here, but only another angler can truly appreciate the joy of catching a two-foot trout on a Blue Wing Olive, a fly smaller than a chocolate chip. Or, conversely, the pain of losing an Atlantic salmon that you’ve fought all the way to the shore before it snaps the leader and breaks your heart.

Yes, angling can become a full life. And a way to measure a life. The seasons, the years, the people you’ve fished with, those who patiently taught you, who have moved on to the trout stream in the sky. Now, to your surprise, you are the one who teaches other people. You hear truisms (as far as there are truisms in angling) pour from your mouth as you look upon your charges. Rod tip up! you yell, when they have a fish on the line. Keep the pressure on! you bellow, like a raving lunatic. This all subsides in a wave of euphoria when they succeed. I have, to my surprise, gotten misty eyed when friends have, with my help, caught their first fish on a fly.

Is this because I want them to be happy? Because I want them to understand, in some small way, what’s hijacked my life? I don’t know. Somebody yelling how to land a fish is not part of the platonic ideal of the sport. But the undiluted smile on their face when they’ve landed their first trout sure is.

At some point you ask how you ended up here. I’m not sure if this happens to Deadheads at their hundredth show. Or if people ask why they’re in the front row at WrestleMania with their face painted. You made some decisions way back when and they stuck. You had a chance to take the off ramp but you kept going. You made it to Las Vegas and placed the big bet. Now you’re on the far side of the world trying to get a trout to take a fly, and if it doesn’t you might melt down. Catch the fish and you’re a genius, and if you don’t you ask Whose brilliant idea was this again?

When did fishing simply become part of your life? You can’t even remember any more. Now you ask when might it no longer be part of your life. Being a couple, having kids. Fishing becomes a suit that moves to the back of the closet—it doesn’t fit anymore. Whether that all plays out, you still ask the questions. Or I did anyway. My girlfriend moved in, then COVID arrived and my small apartment felt infinitely smaller. A global pandemic focuses the mind. The outside world seems big and far away. When the lockdown ends, you swear you’re going to live more robustly. As that drama wound down, I vowed to make my way to the places I had always wanted to fish. And that’s what I did.



A fishing trip—the phrase still sparks a glimmer of excitement—can be fateful and comical. There’s serious, oh so serious, planning for an effort that inevitably contains a healthy dose of ineptitude. This careful planning, sadly, only slightly diminishes the odds for unforeseen humiliations, what Thomas McGuane memorably called the most dire possible clownage. Beyond the rain, ornery fish, and an obscure, indestructible strand of local mosquito that doesn’t even have a name, there’s what’s charitably classified as user error. This includes, but is not limited to, shoddy casting, creaky reflexes, and dubious tactical decisions. Then, after all that, there are a couple of jerks fishing in our remote and secret spot: I thought we were the only jerks who knew about this spot!

Still, I like to plan trips and like to be asked to join them. Sometimes there’s a last-minute emergency the canceler deems even more important than fishing. This fateful moment reveals the priorities and character of all involved. Once the canceler is out, possibly for good, he can’t really be trusted again. In his absence I’m called upon to step in at the last second. I don’t ask questions and don’t need reasons. Like a true angling hero, I reschedule meetings with the vaguest excuses and pack my bag.

Don’t ask me to join a fishing trip if you don’t mean it. I’ll say yes. British Columbia for steelhead with people I barely know? Terrific, when should I get there? In the past I would just book a flight, but now I can’t simply say yes. I have to run it by my people, which is really a committee of one. I try to formulate a sound explanation and believe the best approach is a slow reveal.

So I have a chance to go fishing in Canada, I tell my beloved. This is good, this leaves open the possibility of a brief trip north across the border—New York to Canada is closer than you think. Well, British Columbia is not closer than you think, unless you live in southern Alaska. Oh nice, with who? This innocent question is a little dicey. Some new friends, you haven’t met them. (Some are so new I haven’t met them myself.) This was my first mistake: New friends can be a dubious category—they arrive, unvetted, with ideas that enter my impressionable mind. Lacking discipline I find that I’ve agreed to a trip as the last drink is poured.

Details emerge, like implicating evidence in a trial. I wait before confessing that I will be heading three time zones west. How long is the trip? I’ve predicted this question and am ready. Well we’re fishing for five days. Technically accurate, but not really providing the whole picture since there will be an overnight in Vancouver. This night and another one, yet to be mentioned, on the way back, are what one friend calls Associated Days, devoted to travel and routinely ignored by the angler. Associated Days should not be discussed, nor exact financial outlays, which can be considerable. Itemization isn’t helping anybody here. Flights, licenses, hotels, guides, tips, a new reel, a new backup reel—final figures shouldn’t be explored deeply. Like disclosing the black ops budget, the math just aids hostile interests.

I make my case: We’ll fish the Skeena River! The majestic Skeena, the noble steelhead, the exquisite British Columbia landscape, like a rainforest—these details fail to make an impression. Now she recites the facts back to me: So you’re going across the country for a week with people you barely know to try to catch a fish that may not even be there?

Well, when you put it that way. I consider mentioning the Skeena’s wonderful tributaries, but using the word “tributaries” during an argument means you’re losing that argument. The universe won’t suffer if I don’t catch a steelhead, yet I feel that I’ll suffer. Last year it rained, apparently, but we think this year will be better. Everybody is excited. She asks: How do your friends know what the weather will be?

Good question.



In a perfect world you would trust an angler more than a senator. Sadly, that’s not always the case, which is even more alarming when you consider who’s in the Senate. Of course, the audience most suspicious of anglers is fellow anglers. We view one another with the skepticism of a Mafia goon turned state’s witness. But I’d like to establish this as an honest space. Seriously, you can trust me. In these pages, I won’t inflate my prowess or exaggerate fish measurements. To prove my good intentions, here are some of my angling shortcomings right up front.

Casting. This seems important. Can’t fish without casting. If I’m in a boat, I can cast to a target and feel good about myself. You know what’s harder? Making one accurate cast to a large, rising trout twenty-five feet away when wading. I take one cast to warm up, another to the right. Finally I make a deadly accurate cast, an afterthought since the trout has been gone for some time.

Vision. Seeing fish. Again, important. I can struggle to see trout in the current. Do you see that fish? the guide asks. My silence indicates that I do not. Near the pale brown rock? Another pause. The moving shadow? A foot off that branch? He keeps mentioning landmarks—you wouldn’t believe how many brown rocks are in this river. Finally I make a cast and he says, Yes, that’s the line. Now just four feet upstream. A polite way of saying I just cast on top of the fish, which now exits the scene, inevitably as clear as day.

Stealth. They say don’t walk right up to the water to see what’s going on, you’ll frighten the fish. Too often I ignore this, overcome by curiosity. I’ll approach a pool expecting trout to be in the best lie and instead one will be farther back, in the slow water, directly in front of where I’m standing. As it flees, I remind myself never to do this again. My specialty.

Those who aren’t technically gifted celebrate other qualities of the accomplished angler. We can’t compete on superb technique so we focus on intangibles. Like patience. Patience is realizing the last fish you caught was three hours ago and you ask deeper questions about your approach. When the last fish was six hours ago, the questions are too painful. Patience, my child.

Another is fishiness. There are fishy flies, fishy parts of a river, and, crucially, there are fishy people. Fishy people have a feeling, born of experience or cosmic intuition. They’re uncanny. Regardless of technique, fishy people catch fish, like athletes whose skills aren’t measured by statistics. Being fishy requires savvy incongruity. The very real existence of fishiness exists outside analytics. Like everything that matters, being fishy isn’t something you claim, it must be named by others.

Perhaps the most important skill is really more of a habit: Getting on the water. I admire people who make time to fish. If you don’t pursue what you care about, nobody will help you. A long time ago, I graduated from college and moved to Japan. My girlfriend of the time was still in school. When I told her the exciting news, she thought I was joking. I was not. Living in Tokyo was a great decision in my life. She, ultimately, broke up with me, undoubtedly a great decision in her life.

I’m not sure why I went to Japan. Certainly the country appealed to me and remains important to me. I wanted to do something that felt big, or at least unpredictable. Life thought it knew me; I would show life it didn’t know me. Whatever life does or doesn’t know, the travel habit turned out to be hard to break.

I wrote The Optimist, a book about how I fell in love with fishing and the places I traveled to fish. That seems to me now also about being young and then not so young, about how an obsession evolves over time. More and more, being on the water means confronting a changing global climate that affects every place fish live, and always for the worse. That’s one reason my fishing trips are charged with a different meaning. They don’t express the reckless opportunity they did when I was younger. Now they feel more fleeting, marked, however faintly, with desperation. Each trip might be the last of its kind. Somebody gets a knee replaced. He’s out. Another starts a family. So long. It only feels natural to wonder if I’m next.

So, at this self-described halfway point, I felt a sense of urgency—there’s less time to live the old way. The French say that delay is the enemy of life. That gives Gallic philosophical cover to go ahead and do whatever you want. But I felt I had unfinished angling business. I still had a chance to visit some good water before I no longer have time for that kind of diversion anymore. So I went fishing.

In this year, in the middle of my life, I went out into the world. Far out into it. I wanted to get closer to extreme places of beauty where I could catch fish. Was it desperate? Probably. Inspired? I’m not sure. But the itinerary was no joke: Patagonia, Cuba, Belize, Norway, Spain, Scotland. All overlapping with the insistent return of what Argentinians called the pandemia, which, naturally, complicated travel. I was seeking trout, my real love, bonefish (second love), tarpon (developing love), and courting humiliation trying to catch an Atlantic salmon (unrequited love).

A fishing trip is a pilgrimage. Like all pilgrimages it can be single-minded and pure or wild and irrational. Pilgrimages have the clarity specific to the true devotee. That they’re mildly unhinged makes them even more appealing. A pilgrimage benefits from simplicity. The line is direct—you hear a calling and you follow the sound. This raises the stakes. What if you don’t catch a fish? Then you really become one of the people who says it’s not about the fish.



But was it about the fish? That’s always the question, isn’t it? They say fishing is a metaphor for life—well I don’t say that. Sometimes a white whale is just a white whale. I’m still trying to find out. This year of fishing took me across thousands of miles, over mountains, into deserts, on dirt roads, along rivers, and onto seas. I confronted ambition, denial, a desire for something more, which often ended up being far less. There remains a sense of possibility that, in the moment, feels like it can only happen on the other side of the world. Whatever else it is, it’s not nothing.

Anglers, at a certain time in their lives, feel called to places. To witness the natural world, to test their skills, to learn something they cannot name. So we head to the great rivers, whose paths are marked across time. We discover another version of ourselves when we’re on the water, away from the earthbound side of our lives. The stakes matter only to us, and we cast toward the far shore asking one question: Do you believe?






CHAPTER I ARGENTINA


The Ritual of Return
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The Southeast train station is an hour from New York City on the Metro-North line. The sun is bright in a high blue sky. It’s January. I’m far from Patagonia. I’ve just arrived but will be on the next train back to town. The purpose of this brief trip is to collect my waders and boots from my beloved Volvo wagon, which sits under a thin layer of snow in the long-term lot. Clinically speaking, this isn’t rational behavior. I accept that. Fly fishing isn’t rational. Patagonia isn’t rational either. I love to fly fish and love Patagonia, does that make me irrational as well?

Why leave my car at a train station and not in the city where I live? I’m glad you asked. I have a system, which I admire for its tactical brilliance, where I leave my car outside the city. No lots, no bridges, no alternate side parking madness. I relax, take the train from Grand Central, read the New Yorker, pay a little to park, and then drive to wherever I’m fishing. Look who’s rational now.

This short visit to turn around and take the next train back is extreme even by my standards. My system didn’t quite account for this. That’s the problem with systems—they solve a problem you know exists, not the one you don’t expect. For reasons of space, logistics, and domestic tranquility, most of my fishing equipment resides in the car rather than our concisely proportioned apartment. I should have brought everything down when I was here last month. But there’s a moment of idiocy on every fishing trip and I hope to get this one out of the way ahead of time.

In a few days my friend Markley and I are flying to Buenos Aires and on to Patagonia to tour of some of the bluest rivers on earth. We’ll be on the road for almost a month. Even in the empty lot I feel the thrill of undiluted purpose and barely contained madness that only fishing inspires in me. I’m ready to head south.



“What do you want to get out of this?”

The question is disarming. Markley and I are in Midtown Manhattan preparing for our trip. For a discreet man he can get right to the heart of the matter. I’m embarrassed I don’t have a good answer. Illumination or something.

I’d like a unifying theory that doesn’t sound like the slogan for a new kind of kombucha. Everything that comes to mind feels self-aggrandizing. I want to understand Patagonia sounds pretentious because it is pretentious. It’s impossible anyway. Hitchhiking across Patagonia on the trail of Bruce Chatwin is a young man’s game. I’m too old for that. And I don’t want to be on the road anyway; I want to be on the water.

This is a return engagement. I first visited Patagonia almost twenty years ago, landed a few trout but didn’t bathe myself in angling glory. I now realize the guides took pity on my amateurism. This stings. You have to start somewhere but now it’s easy to see how much I didn’t know. In the moment, I’m embarrassed to say, I thought I was doing fine. I’d like to say that was the last time that happened. Patagonia turned out to be the main attraction. I fell in love with the landscape, the guides, the gauchos, the asados, the Malbec, the rivers, and the trout.

Many people fall for Patagonia. Butch Cassidy, of course, who fled the law, rode down and stayed. They said the land reminded him of his Utah home. Bruce Chatwin came, met the Welsh, and made his name. Reading Chatwin when I was young mesmerized me. I wanted to lead a life that took me out into the world, that took me to Patagonia.

Since my first trip as a wayward idealist, I’ve returned a number of times, caught some trout I remember well and lost some I’d rather forget. But I’ve never caught the fish. I was never quite up to speed. No more. This will be my longest trip, covering the most miles, with the most days on the water. I’m ready for luck to be on my side. I’m excited. What’s more thrilling than fishing from mountain streams beneath the Andes down into the great rivers in the desert steppe?

I can’t admit to Markley that I want to catch this large trout. That’s a bad omen. Aim high and the fishing gods will shake their heads at your ambition and mete out a historic combination of gale-force winds and severe downpours that leaves guides saying, I haven’t seen this in thirty years. Then they’ll toss in some proximate lightning for good measure. Some climb Mount Everest because it’s there. The fish I want to catch, far too often, isn’t there. So I’m setting out to catch a trout worthy of the surroundings and be connected with Patagonia’s historic landscape. Delusions of grandeur? You better believe it.

I’m searching for a fish that you can only catch in Patagonia. In the traffic of Midtown this seems improbable. But Patagonia makes people dream big dreams even when they know better, especially when they know better. As Nicholas Shakespeare wrote in his Chatwin biography: “In Patagonia, the isolation makes it easy to exaggerate the person you are: drinkers drink; the devout pray; the lonely grow lonelier, sometimes fatally.”

He might have added that anglers become even more possessed on the legendary water. Patagonia is the heroic background for long-shot fantasies and believing in something ridiculous is our specialty. Otherwise, what’s the point? This is particularly true when the trip still exists in its platonic state, full of possibility, before the wind, the highly selective trout, and all the variables of fishing enter the equation.

Traveling a great distance to fish means facing the threat of coming up short. The potential to bomb out heightens everything. One good fish and you have a story that will bore your friends forever. Or you can take it easy and enjoy the fishing. I’ve done that before, but this feels different. We’ll be there too long, with too many chances. I feel that this may be, I’m afraid to say, my moment. That talk puts me on the agenda for the next meeting of the angling gods.

Markley judges grandiose fishing designs. When we’re in the Catskills he likes to catch wild trout the size of a hot dog bun. Markley’s fished his entire life; it runs in the family. He’s not greedy and never complains, good traits for any friend, but especially an angling friend. Markley believes the sport should be hard and skill should be rewarded, which plays to his strengths. He claims, and I’m not sure I believe this, that catching fish is incidental, like he’s a goddamn Buddhist monk.



Packing for a fishing trip still excites me. I hope that never changes. Anticipation is inextricably tied to angling; it’s the motivation behind every cast. Being well prepared builds confidence in the heart and soul of a man. He considers himself ready for any condition he might confront in Patagonia, all while sitting in the comfort of his Manhattan apartment.

After consulting Argentinian weather reports that will long be out of date, I commit to a healthy array of khaki shirts, a layer of rain gear, and my trusted angling cardigan (oddly this sweater hasn’t caught on beyond literature professors in Dirk Bogarde films). I imagine more potential conditions and a few flannel shirts enter the equation. Then I say To hell with it and decide to pack a second bag. The second bag implies thoroughness but is, in fact, sloppiness. In my civilian life I’m a concise packer—I receive a strange thrill from bringing less than I need. Packing light is a sign of a well-edited mind. Not this time.

There are rods, reels, waders, boots (straight from Southeast station), and a deep selection of flies. I include my Maneuver X box, which I refer to in times of angling need. It’s full of mysterious flies, some so small and obscure I have no idea what they’re called, that represent the last chance before completely giving up hope.

Markley takes a different approach. He writes breezily: I’m perfectly happy to improvise and not always have exactly the right thing. What’s this? Markley doesn’t want exactly the right thing? I read his message again with growing alarm. What’s going on here? Not the right thing? This is madness. Not the right thing?! This won’t do. If I fail, I want to fail with exactly the right thing.

When cooking, I don’t need Himalayan sea salt harvested by humanitarian poets or first press olive oil with a label covered with wildlife drawings. But fishing is fishing. Anglers need to feel that by choosing the correct fly then we’re closer to solving the eternal questions. If it turns out that we can solve them with any default option, with not the right thing, then, we fear, there’s less strategic genius going on, and we can’t have that. If fishing is random then how can we be brilliant?

Markley doesn’t see a specific situation that needs to be resolved. Having the right thing implies that one fly provides a solution, a fish, an endgame. Markley takes a broader view. This is not about one fly. We should respond to what we see with the best of what we have and enjoy ourselves. In short, we should relax. Interesting idea.

I still need the illusion of control. This illusion has a number. At the airport my duffel bag weighs in at an ice-cold thirty-five pounds. Disgraceful. The second bag is lighter, the way people’s second weddings are smaller, out of mild embarrassment. I tell myself this is the weight of a proper expedition. A big trip deserves a big bag. I hope I’m right.

On the overnight flight to Buenos Aires I watch Bullitt, with Steve McQueen, who’s unsmiling as ever. Whatever else he did, Steve McQueen really supported the corduroy jacket, a good legacy. I feel like Steve would have approved of my angling cardigan. At one point he declares “Time starts now,” and you really believe him. We’re flying south, the beginning of a year of fishing. A big year. It’s all in front of us.

Time starts now.



Buenos Aires is one of the world’s great unhurried cities. We arrive in a heat wave, so there’s even less hurry. This sense of ease encourages us to take our time when we stop in vintage stores, sit at the bar for a Quilmes, or admire the architecture as we walk the old streets.

The historic Café Tortoni has a small tango theater in one back room and a pool hall in another. When a beautiful place has a menu in eight languages, you know its best days are behind it. But it’s good to escape the heat and imagine the old feeling. We visit Arandu, the store for horse riders, polo players, and the people who love them. The dark wood walls are lined with riding boots, leather saddles, white helmets, woven belts, large knives, larger knives, and other accoutrements for the country gentleman. There’s a culture to the estancia life, even if the life remains a dream to most.

People walk their dogs down the streets in Recoleta outside stately apartments with balconies covered in winding plants. We sit outside a café near an old ombú tree, which looks like an immense umbrella. I visit the cigar store where you can get a good rum though it’s too hot today. Knowing their clientele, they mark up the cigars a healthy amount. I buy a few anyway, as I always do.

Back in Soho Palermo, the heat subsides, and people come onto the streets. We have a leisurely dinner outside El Preferida, a well-loved restaurant in a pale pink building on a popular corner. Porteños adore ice cream (and sweet things in general), and El Preferida has remarkable gelato and it seems rude not to try it. It’s good to be in Buenos Aires as the sun goes down.

We stroll back to the Jardin Escondido, our hotel with an inviting courtyard garden. The rooms are large, tiled, cool. Francis Ford Coppola lived here during a film shoot and is an owner. We’ll return at the other end of the trip in a few weeks, after the fishing. What stories will we tell? Will they be tragedies? Comedies? Melodrama?



We step off the plane in Esquel, on the western edge of Patagonia, into a brisk wind coming off the Andes mountains. We’ve left the heat of the city behind us. The terminal is open and friendly. People are in a good mood as they head off to camp, canoe, or hike. We drive southwest to Trevelin.

I’ve wanted to stay at the Lodge at Trevelin for years. Run by Patagonia River Guides, this place is hard to crack because regulars return year after year, a good sign. The lodge is at the base of the mountains in the high, green landscape, more lush than the low-lying desert up north.

We’re hardly roughing it. Markley said that he was worried Trevelin would offer too much comfort. His grandfather camped in a canvas tent and survived on stale Triscuits. At the lodge’s request, we sent the terrific chef, Arturo, our dietary preferences, like we’re visiting royalty. We’re here with passed hors d’oeuvres, for goodness’ sake; Markley quickly gets used to it.



Every morning the guides gather outside the lodge—gossiping, smoking, talking tactics, like a team before the coach arrives. They stand in front of a fleet of Toyota Hilux trucks. Each guide has an assistant guide who inflates the raft and breaks it down at the end of the day. The assistant drives the truck to the pull-out, and helps if you’re wading. In a few years, if all goes well, he might become a head guide. By that point he’ll have no illusions about the job.

The assistant is also responsible for preparing and sharing the yerba maté, the slightly bitter, highly caffeinated herbal tea-like drink you sip out of a dried gourd from a metal straw. Maté is part of social life in Argentina, and there are a variety of rituals, much discussed, about the proper way to prepare, share, accept, and drink it, all of which I never get quite right. Markley sits up front and takes photos of the striking landscape (he was a photographer in a previous life). He and the head guide, Juany, discuss trees and birds, but also engineering and construction (Markley has been known to build a small cabin). I sit in back, come into the morning, watch the landscape pass by, and think about fishing.

We drive toward the Andes and the Rivadavia, where I fished almost two decades ago, and I shudder remembering some of my farcical maneuvers. There’s no way to forget the vividly blue water and the mercurial trout. That remains the case. Set in the magical Los Alerces National Park, the Rivadavia runs clear for seven miles between two glacial lakes.

Juany is calm, quiet, and competent. He rows the raft and occasionally stands on the seat trying to see fish ahead of us. The fact that I’m in the front of the boat and should also be able to see the fish is not remarked upon. I cast a Stimulator near a submerged branch, and there’s the slightest swirl on the water and the fly is gone. Our first fish. “Take your time,” Juany says. Don’t rush these strong fish. What I thought was a small trout—the take was so subtle—turns out to be a gorgeous rainbow that fights and fights. In the water next to the boat the fish is silver and clear; a dusty pink streak runs the length of its side.

For our shore lunch, Juany sets up a camp stove and casually makes a terrific, thin steak in a skillet. We sit at a table with a bottle of Malbec and feel good about things. The fishing is slow but we don’t mind. We admire amazing copper-colored alerce trees with no bark and expressive, curving branches. Juany points out bamboo-like reeds that come to life every fifty years. Later rain comes and what appears to be hail. Markley catches a nice rainbow on a streamer on the last cast of the day as we enter the lake. Augustin, the assistant, is waiting for us when we pull out on the bank.



Spend any time in Patagonia and you’ll drive down dirt roads. You don’t know how long a dirt road can be until it’s been ten minutes, which feels like half an hour. In Patagonia there are some real teeth rattlers. The drive is always worth it, because you’re getting farther away from what’s already pretty far out. One boat landing was up, over, and down a hill that was more rocks than dirt. The road wasn’t a road at all, just impressions from the tires, and the truck moved at the pace of a person climbing. We just presumed this was safe because they’d done it before. Otherwise it would seem insane.

These days you see construction crews paving roads. Cows wander past the equipment away from their ranches and drivers slow down to avoid them. The country, for better or worse, feels less remote. Better in that you can get more places more easily. Worse in that you’re more connected whether you want to be or not.
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