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    FOR DAVE DRAHEIM

    (even if he does sometimes fish with gaudy streamer patterns)

  


  
    PREFACE

    Nervous water: Sometimes it’s nothing more than a fleeting crease or wrinkle on the surface of a lake or stream, or a small patch of salt water that looks almost as if it’s shivering. But wise anglers know such subtle surface movements are nearly always signs of fish stirring down below.

    The sport of fly fishing is like that. It has a reputation for being a tranquil, contemplative sport—“a calm, quiet, innocent recreation,” in Izaak Walton’s words—but something is nearly always going on down below: constant currents of new thought and theory, a relentless drive to develop new technologies, an ongoing muted chorus of debate. Just as nervous water betrays the presence of moving fish, subtle ripples and distortions in the usually smooth outward fabric of fly fishing are often evidence of important things happening down below.

    I have been involved in fly fishing as both participant and observer for more than half a century. During that time there have been many changes in the sport: a huge increase in its popularity, amazing progress in its technology, an unprecedented growth of its literature and a dramatic evolution in anglers’ attitudes. Nobody could live through such a period without forming some pointed conclusions about whether all these changes have been healthy for the sport, and I have probably formed more than my share.

    Many of these observations have been voiced in presentations to various gatherings of fly fishers over the years. Others were expressed in articles or essays published in numerous magazines, including The Flyfisher, Sports Illustrated, FlyFishing (later Western FlyFishing), and FlyFisherman. These articles and essays have considered many topics, some important (such as the very definition of fly fishing itself), and some trivial (such as how, or even whether, to dress for fishing).

    Now, for the first time, many of these works have been collected in a single book—thirty-four variations on a theme of fly fishing. Together they form a selective, opinionated chronicle of trends, developments and changes in fly fishing from the 1960s to the present, plus a look back at some pioneers of the sport—and the fish that make it all possible.

    Most of these pieces have been updated, expanded or otherwise revised or edited for publication in this book; several others appear here for the first time. With two exceptions, all are true or based on fact. The exceptions use fiction as a device to make a point more effectively; they should be obvious to readers, but just in case they aren’t, they are identified in the “Author’s Notes” section at the back of the book. That section also lists the forum or publication where each work first appeared.

    Most of these pieces were written just for fun and are not intended to be taken very seriously, but some have a serious underlying message—which brings us back to the “nervous water” theme: Anglers should always study surface clues to understand what’s happening down below. That’s also true for some of the essays in this book, and it’s another reason why Nervous Water seemed an apt title.

    I enjoyed writing these pieces. I hope you will enjoy reading them.

    —Steve Raymond

    Clinton, Washington
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    Part One

    “A CALM, QUIET, INNOCENT RECREATION”

    Brown trout are fond of lying in shady spots. Rainbow trout, on the other hand, like to lie in bright sunshine. Trout fishermen are never fussy about where they lie. Listen for them in your neighborhood tackle shop.

    —MILFORD “STANLEY” POLTROON (DAVE BASCOM),

    HOW TO FISH GOOD, 1971

    Some consider fly fishing a chance for “lifestyle” dressing, others wear only the drabbest, oldest clothes they can find.

    —NICK LYONS, A FLYFISHER’S WORLD, 1996

  


  
    BY THE BOOK


    North American trout and salmon waters fairly bristle with fly rods these days, thanks largely to the ever-increasing number of fly-fishing schools sponsored by tackle manufacturers, angling clubs and sporting-goods shops. Such schools have brought expert casting instruction within range of almost everyone, which is quite a contrast with the way things used to be. There was a time, not so very long ago, when many would-be fly fishers learned casting the hard way—by teaching themselves.

    I know, because I was one of them. My only help was a book about casting. It was filled with photos and diagrams that made the whole thing look easy, and it inspired me to go out and purchase a new fly rod, plus matching line and reel, and set out to learn to cast.

    Not having any water conveniently at hand, and feeling the self-consciousness of a beginner, I chose an empty pasture as a place to start. It was a cold, snowy weekend in February when I first went out in the pasture. The hay had been cut in late summer, leaving a sharp stubble that was now frozen and sticking up through the snow, but I didn’t consider the consequences this might have for my new fly line. I was too intent on learning.

    Consulting diagrams in the book, which I had brought along for handy reference, I soon learned that fly casting is a two-handed proposition: One hand holds the rod while the other keeps tension on the line. This means both hands are engaged simultaneously doing very different things. It’s a little like trying to pat yourself on the head with one hand while rubbing your tummy with the other.

    Getting the hang of that was difficult enough, but the real problem was what to do with the book. With both hands occupied there was no convenient way to hold it, and the snow would ruin it if I put it on the ground. I tried clutching it between my knees or sticking it inside my belt, but both were uncomfortable. I finally discovered I could hold it precariously by sandwiching it between my ribs and the elbow of my casting arm, although my casting motion was somewhat inhibited as a result.

    (Later I was interested to learn that a traditional British method of casting instruction calls for the student to place a book under his casting arm and hold it there by pressing it against his side. This is supposed to teach him to keep his elbow close to his side, which the British apparently consider good form, but I wonder if the tradition wasn’t really started by someone who learned to cast the same way I did—from a book he literally couldn’t put down.)

    All that first day I flailed away in the pasture, pausing only to refer to the book or to pick away at the knots that formed in my line and quickly froze. The cold seeped through my shoes and soon my feet were numb, but I didn’t mind—perhaps because I was preoccupied with the pain in my casting arm, where the sharp corners of the book were wearing away the skin of my biceps.

    Progress was slow and by the time winter darkness fell in the afternoon it was all I could do to get out twenty-five feet of line, and then only about once in every three or four tries. But my initial feeling of discouragement went away just as soon as I was able to thaw out my feet in front of a woodstove.

    Next morning I started out with renewed determination and results came more rapidly. By early afternoon I had made a long cast of forty-five feet and was hitting forty feet with fair consistency. The knots and tangles were less frequent and I no longer felt the need to consult the book so often. But then, just as I was starting to gain confidence, my casts started falling short again. No matter how hard I tried, forty feet suddenly seemed an impossible distance. Something obviously was wrong.

    I stopped then to take a close look at my new fly line, and the cause of my difficulty was immediately apparent. Hours of beating on the frozen stubble had worn away the finish on the line, reducing it to a long length of fuzz. It was like trying to cast a forty-foot caterpillar. Fortunately, the line was a double taper, the kind you can switch around after one end has worn out and use the other. When I did that, forty-foot casts became possible again.

    The book described many different casts—backhand casts, negative and positive curves, switch casts, change-of-direction casts and others. At the outset, I felt I had to learn them all in order to be a proficient fisherman. But after two days of struggling in the pasture, I decided that being able to deposit a fly on the water in front of me, with the line between the fly and my rod more or less straight, was enough to start with.

    For about ten days after that first weekend I suffered a bad cold and a sore arm, but as soon as the ill effects wore off I resumed practicing, looking forward to the mid April opening of trout season when I could test my new skill in earnest. Finally the big day came and I drove to a swampy lake that was reputed to hold some large brook trout.

    Small flies were hovering over the surface of the lake and when I got out of the car several of them promptly settled on my hands and neck and bit me. Following the traditional fly fisherman’s precept of “matching the hatch,” I selected a size 16 Mosquito pattern and tied it to the end of my leader. Then I launched my cartop boat and began rowing slowly along the shoreline, watching for signs of a feeding fish.

    After a while I saw the dorsal fin of a large trout gently cleave the calm surface, leaving an impressive ripple in its wake. Conveniently, it was only about forty feet away.

    With mounting excitement, I got to my feet and began switching the rod back and forth, working out line. At what I thought was just the right moment, I let go and threw hard at the spot where the trout had risen. Loops of line flew in a great blur and I was vaguely aware that something had gone terribly wrong. I wasn’t immediately sure what, however, because by then my eyes were tightly closed.

    When I opened them again I could see the line on the water. It went straight out for about ten feet, then curved back on itself. I followed it with my eyes, back to the boat, up over the side, down onto the deck, twice around my shoe, then up my leg. At about knee level the line ended and the leader began. Tracing it with a finger, I followed the leader up the rest of my leg, past my belt, up to my chin, past my mouth—and into my left nostril.

    Somewhere, inside my nose, was a size 16 dry fly.

    Slowly, carefully, I put down the rod. Now I could feel the hackles of the tiny fly tickling the inside of my nostril, and I clenched my teeth and fought back a terrible urge to sneeze. Gingerly—very gingerly—I took hold of the leader, praying the hook hadn’t caught inside my nose. Still gritting my teeth, I gave the leader a gentle tug. The fly popped out cleanly.

    After that I sat down, shook for a while, and wiped my watering eyes. The trout was long gone, of course, and as I recall I couldn’t get within forty feet of another all the rest of that day.

    But on my next trip I caught a few trout, and the trip after that yielded a few more, and by the end of my first season as a fly caster I had reason to believe that no trout could feel safe if it came even within fifty feet of me. What’s more, I was even beginning to feel reasonably safe myself.

    Now, after many decades of practice and experience, I can cast just about as far as I want and even hold my own with all those folks who went to school. And right about this point you probably expect the moral of the story—something about how being a self-taught caster builds character, teaches humility and inspires greater appreciation for the sport.

    Well, you’re wrong. The moral is that if I had to do it all over again, I wouldn’t. I’d go to one of those schools instead.

  


  
    SHOP SCENTS


    To an angler, the fragrances of the finest bakeries or delicatessens are no more tantalizing than those of a good fly-fishing shop. The delicious smoky scent of fly-rod varnish, the satisfying redolence of the beeswax and pine pitch used on fly-tying thread, and even the whiff of mothballs, are every bit as appealing to a fly fisher as the aroma of a delicate pastry or a wedge of fine cheese.

    For me, these and other familiar shop scents rekindle many bright memories, going all the way back to the shop in the small Northwest city where I was born. My father often took me there and I looked forward to those visits almost as much as I looked forward to going fishing itself.

    The shop was large and dark and drafty, but it always had a strong smell of new leather from the belts and hunting boots on display. Along one wall was a heavy glass case, trimmed in wood, with sliding doors that opened only on the side where the clerks stood. The case held all kinds of gleaming treasures: handsome fly reels, shining steel knives, compasses in leather cases and large compartmented wooden trays brimming over with colorful trout flies. I spent many pleasant moments with my face pressed up against the side of that glass case, admiring its contents, listening to the quiet fishing talk of the men who always seemed to be present in the store, and breathing the rich, pungent smell of new leather.

    When I was eight years old we moved to Yorktown, Virginia, a historic village too small to have a tackle shop. But it didn’t really need one because it had Tignor’s Store instead.

    Tignor’s was locally famous for the astonishing quantity and variety of goods its owner had managed to cram into a small space. I liked it because it had the same leathery smell as the tackle shop back home, but there was something else, too—a sort of warm, musty smell that seemed to have been baked into the small building by years of Virginia sunshine.

    Most of Tignor’s stock was in cardboard boxes—boxes of every size and shape, stacked from floor to ceiling against all four walls so that all the windows were covered and the only illumination was from a naked lightbulb hanging on a long cord. When you went to Tignor’s you didn’t go to look at the merchandise; you asked for what you wanted and Tignor would begin sorting and opening boxes until he found it, which he almost always did.

    I don’t remember buying any fishing tackle there—although I have no doubt Tignor had some boxed away—but I do remember an urgent trip to Tignor’s to buy a tube of model-airplane cement, which I needed to complete some project. Tignor searched through many boxes until he found a small one that had never been opened. He slit open the paper seal and revealed tubes of model-airplane cement still in the same neat rows in which the manufacturer had packed them. I paid for one and rushed home, where I discovered on the first squeeze that the tube was as hard as a rock. It probably had been in Tignor’s store since before I was born.

    [image: image]

    That was another thing about Tignor’s: Although he nearly always had what you wanted, you could never be certain it was fresh.

    Later, after I returned to the Northwest and began tying flies, I became a frequent patron of Patrick’s Fly Shop in Seattle. Established in 1946, for many years it was the only fly shop in the area and was a place where local fly fishers gathered frequently to exchange information and tall tales. It was worth going there for that reason alone, even if you weren’t in need of tying materials.

    Roy Patrick, the shop’s proprietor, was an irascible Irishman who was a better conversationalist than he was businessman, and it was common for customers to have to wait until the end of a long-winded fishing discourse before Patrick would deign to take their money and sell them the materials they wanted. Like most patrons of his shop, I soon learned never to ask Patrick about the state of his health; that was always good for at least a fifteen-minute monologue.

    But if there was some exotic or obscure material you needed, you could almost always be certain that Patrick would have it in stock. He kept an amazing variety of materials, tucked away in drawers or stored in large glass jars on shelves that extended all the way to the ceiling. His shop reeked with the odor of mothballs, which got even stronger when he opened one of those drawers or jars. I shudder to think of the mess that would have resulted, or how it would have smelled, if there had ever been an earthquake strong enough to topple those jars off the shelves.

    I remained a loyal customer of Patrick’s for many years—after all, there was no place else to go—but when I heard another fly shop had opened in the hills northeast of Vancouver, British Columbia, I quickly made plans to check it out. After following a convoluted route over pot-holed back roads, I found the place in a remodeled barn in a small clearing in the woods. It was an unlikely location for a store of any kind, but what I found inside was even more surprising: a whole shelf of fine English-made fly reels at bargain prices, a sheaf of new fly rods in the corner, a barrelful of imported Indian gamecock necks for fly tying, and a huge assortment of other feathers, furs and synthetic materials. Again, the atmosphere was thick with the scent of anti-moth crystals, an odor that repels many people but always makes a fly tyer feel at home.

    Finding that shop was like discovering a secret trout-filled beaver pond, the kind of place you keep to yourself or share with only a few trusted friends.

    One doesn’t ordinarily associate the aroma of tea with tackle shops, but the scent of Earl Grey or Orange Spice always reminds me of one of the most unusual shops I ever saw, a little place called the Red Spinner in the settlement of Hatepe on the eastern shore of New Zealand’s Lake Taupo. Hardly larger than a small travel trailer, the shop contained only a bare counter, a single shelf with a few fly reels on display, and a pair of wooden chests with shallow drawers. The usual tackle-shop scents were absent; this place smelled only of tea.

    The proprietor, whose name I later learned was Bruno Kemball, was standing behind the empty counter when I entered. I had been searching for a locally manufactured knockoff version of a famous English fly reel, and after glancing at the meager stock I asked Kemball without much hope if he had one. He glared at me, drew himself up to full height and spoke in a frosty English accent: “Young man, I learned long ago never to compromise on English quality. I advise you to do the same. I carry only genuine English-made reels.”

    Properly chastised, I then asked if he might recommend some flies for the Tongariro River, where I was bound. Without another word he went quickly to one of the wooden chests, selected a drawer and opened it. Inside were some of the most beautiful trout flies I had ever seen, arranged in meticulous order on a layer of velvet. “You’ll need two of these,” he said, using a pair of tweezers to pick up a pair of the flies and place them carefully in a small cellophane envelope as if they were rare postage stamps. He went to another drawer and repeated the process, continuing until at last he handed me half a dozen cellophane envelopes, each containing two flies. “For the Tongariro,” he said.

    I paid him, mumbled thanks, and went outside, feeling as if I had just left No. 10 Downing Street.

    A day or two later, while I was fishing on the Tongariro, I mentioned the experience to another angler. “Let me tell you about the first time I went to the Red Spinner,” he said. “Old Bruno was busy with another customer, so I thought I’d save time and help myself. I went over to the chest, opened a drawer and was just reaching in for a fly when Bruno caught me across the wrist with a karate chop. ‘I’ll thank you to keep your bloomin’ ’ands off my flies!’ he says. ‘Next time use the bloody tweezers; that’s what they’re for!’ ”

    I’ve sampled the atmosphere of many other tackle shops, including some very famous ones—Dan Bailey’s and Bud Lilly’s in Montana, Kaufmann’s Streamborn in Seattle and dozens of others. Each was filled with “all the delicious paraphernalia that drives us nuts,” as Nick Lyons once put it so eloquently. Each also had its own personality, its own atmosphere, its own peculiar scent, and I’ve never been in one I didn’t like.

    But the most famous shops are usually also the largest, and fishing has become a very big business in recent years. As a result, the shops, the salesmen and the sport itself have all become a little less personal, and some of the charm has gone out of all of them.

    Yet the shops still smell pretty much the same as they always have, and whenever I enter one and recognize those old familiar scents I still feel something of the excitement of a small boy with his face pressed up against a glass case full of gleaming treasures, breathing the rich scent of new leather and listening to the fishing talk that never seems to change.

  


  
    THE FINE ART OF FLYFINAGLING


    Library shelves groan under the weight of the accumulated angling literature of the centuries. By far the largest share of the output has been devoted to fly fishing and has dealt with every conceivable aspect and angle of the sport—except one. A certain highly developed and widely practiced part of the sport has not only been largely ignored by the great angling writers of the ages but continues to go unnoticed until this day

    It’s time this deplorable state of affairs was remedied, time this noble art should be accorded its rightful place of honor alongside streamcraft, entomology, fly tying and the other skills of fly fishing. Moreover, guidance should be made available to those who aspire to become the experts of tomorrow.

    We speak, of course, of the practice generally referred to by the cognoscenti as the Fine Art of Flyfinagling.

    It’s probably true that every fly fisher has at one time or another been a flyfinagler, either consciously or unconsciously. However, as in so many other things, we tend to regard this aspect of the sport as a part of the whole rather than a separate skill in itself. Therefore, for the edification of those not familiar with flyfinagling, let me explain the basic rudiments of the art.

    Let us say you are knee-deep in your favorite dry-fly water and evening is coming on fast. A hatch of some kind is getting under way. Soon the air is filled with mayflies. These are the creatures most angling authors refer to with adjectives such as dainty, graceful, gossamer and other nonmasculine terms. Some even go so far as to say the flies “floated past like a tiny fleet of painted sailboats,” et cetera.

    Reminding yourself that you are a fly fisher, you resist the impulse to swat the nasty bugs and reach out carefully to capture one of the creatures in your hand, trying very hard not to mangle it. You hold it up for close inspection and, if you are an angling author, you say something like, “Aha! Ephemera simulans, no doubt about it.” If not, you likely say something like, “Hmmm, this little critter is gray, that’s for sure.” You reach in your fly box and search for something that remotely resembles the natural, which by now is nothing but a wipe along your index finger.

    Fortunately you find something sufficiently imitative to fool a couple of trout. While you play your fish you are suddenly aware that another angler has splashed his way within a dozen paces. Self-consciously, you lift your latest conquest from the water and—again reminding yourself that you are a fly fisher and, therefore, a conservationist—you return it to the stream.

    The other angler looks on with swollen eyes.

    “M’Gawd,” he says. “What’d you take ’im on?”

    “Oh, just a little pattern I tied myself,” you say modestly. You show him the fly.

    “Geez,” he says, “I don’t have anything that looks like that. And I haven’t taken a fish all day.”

    Filled with pity for this poor fellow whose intelligence has failed him to the point that he has no size 12 Gray Parachute Woollies in his pocket, you generously give him a couple.

    “Wow, thanks,” he says, and scrambles for the bank.

    Feeling you have done your good deed for the day, you resume fishing. On your next cast a twenty-inch trout seizes the fly, snaps the leader and swims off with your size 12 Gray Parachute Woollie in its mouth. Looking for another in your fly box, you discover, naturally, that you have just given away your last two.

    Later you meet the other angler on the bank, staggering under a bulging creel. With tears of sincerity in his eyes, he thanks you again for your generosity.

    Don’t look now, but you have just been finagled.

    Now that you know what this aspect of the sport is all about, let us look at some of the historical precedents. Flyfinagling, you see, is nothing new.

    In an obscure, seldom-published version of Dame Juliana Berners’ seminal work, The Treatyse on Fysshynge with an Angle, we find this reference to flyfinagling:

    Bewaare t’ mon who cometh upon ye wyth oystrytched hond on the Ryvere and prayses the flyese wyth whcyh yr fish. Lykely it is that hy ıs foul bynt and wyshes onlye to depryve ye of your prycious flyese whyle he flattyrs ye wyth hys glyb tongue.

    Byt on t’ othyr hond, don’t ye be afrayd to try it yoursylf.

    Likewise, Venator, whose angling instruction by Piscator was chronicled by Izaak Walton, often was heard to complain that somehow or other he always ended up with an empty fly box after a day with Piscator on the stream.

    Legend has it that the great orator Daniel Webster once took a mighty, forty-pound trout from the Carmans River on Long Island.

    While angling history makes little note of any other accomplishments by Webster, there can be no doubt that he was one of history’s greatest flyfinaglers. The fact is that the great trout was taken by Webster on a fly he finagled from another angler he encountered on the stream. With his great oratorical skill, it was a simple task for Webster to use a few well-chosen words to reduce the other angler to the point of tears and induce him to hand over his entire assortment of flies.

    The fine art of flyfinagling also is responsible for some of the great discoveries of fly fishing. Though it is not widely known, G. E. M. Skues used to bum his flies from the great Frederic Halford. Finally, in exasperation, Halford told Skues to go jump in the Itchen and learn to tie his own flies.

    Skues tried, but he had a great deal of difficulty getting his dry flies to float properly. The sunken flies still caught fish, however, and Skues claimed for himself the invention of nymph fishing.

    It also is generally not known that the reason Halford stopped giving flies to Skues was that Halford finagled all of his from his friend, George Selwyn Marryat, who was running low.

    Today flyfinagling is an art practiced by many who are more skilled in it than in the actual process of angling itself. It is especially for these anglers, whose skill is insufficient to warrant recognition for other feats, that I believe awards for finagling should be established.

    But regardless of whether any form of recognition is established, a silent legion of anglers bent on finagling will continue to haunt our trout streams and lakes.

    My advice is to keep your fly box closed.

  


  
    JUNKYARD RIVERS


    It was a fine day for fishing and the river seemed in perfect shape. The current carried my fly down through a long, deep, promising drift. No trout took hold, but as I followed the progress of the fly I noticed a metallic glint under the water.

    Wading downstream to investigate, I could see the outline of a large object on the bottom, mostly hidden by a layer of fine gravel the river had swept over it. I kicked at it with my waders until enough gravel had fallen away to reveal what it was.

    Would you believe a penny gumball machine?

    That wasn’t all. In a short stretch of river I found four others. Each had its coin box pried open. A thief had collected them somewhere, rifled their coin boxes, then dumped them off an upstream bridge. He’d also taken all the gum out of them.

    The gumball machines were in the Cedar River, southeast of Seattle. The Cedar was a fairly pristine stream in those days, but being close to an urban area it inevitably attracted its share of society’s debris. In fact, it’s a rare river anywhere nowadays that doesn’t contain at least a few rusting automobile hulks, bedsprings, scads of beer and soda-pop cans and plenty of other miscellaneous trash. Some is dumped on purpose and some by accident, and sometimes rivers scoop up a lot of it on their own when they overflow their banks.

    One result is that if you fish rivers a lot, you come across some pretty odd things.

    A friend once noticed a shiny object on the bottom of a river he was fishing. Thinking it was a marble, he stooped to pick it up. It turned out to be a glass eye.

    Another angling friend reported finding a trombone in a river.

    Most of the odd things I’ve found have been in the North Fork of the Stillaguamish. I own a small fishing cabin on the North Fork and fish it often.

    One day I was wading the river near my cabin when I noticed a round green object on the bottom. It was a pool ball—the No. 6 ball, to be exact. Within a short time I found ten other balls from the same set, plus the cue ball.

    [image: image]

    I don’t know what happened to the four balls missing from the set; presumably, being round, they washed downstream, perhaps as far as Puget Sound. If I pick up a newspaper someday and read that a fisherman has landed a big chinook salmon with a 13 ball in its stomach, I won’t be surprised.

    It’s fun to speculate how a nearly complete set of pool balls ended up in the river. Even more intriguing is to speculate about what happened to the table. As far as I know, nobody has reported seeing any pool tables floating down the North Fork.

    Some years ago the North Fork acquired a manure spreader. It probably was dumped in the river by a farmer or swept up in a flood. Eventually it became lodged in the Deer Creek Riffle, one of the most popular fishing spots on the river.
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