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  Foreword

  Isn’t it wonderful that our sport, the art of trying to put a hook in a fish’s mouth, has so many interesting nooks and crannies that guys like me can indulge in daydreaming about various facets of fly fishing and never tread on the same turf? The research involved, which I thoroughly enjoy, and the hours of trying to find a way to put it on paper is, to me, almost as rewarding as catching a beautiful fish. If someone were to actually take the time to read some of it, we join hands and, if I have somehow put the right words down, they, too, could share the excitement of a few new thoughts with me. It is all I can ask for.

  What we have here is a collection of pieces that I have, for reasons not fully known to me, felt compelled to write about. Several have appeared previously in the Anglers’ Club of New York Bulletin, Classic Angling Magazine, and The American Fly Fisher. People have asked me to explain how I took on the task of writing Mr. Garrison’s book on rod building, and others wanted more biographical information on the man himself. One or two of my childhood experiences are laid bare here, as are several friendships that have been important to me. I became interested in why women have landed so many of the famous trophy Atlantic salmon after learning of an incident on the Grand Cascapedia River, and equally drawn to understand how weight forward lines came into being. I fell in love with a fish one cold, rain-swept evening. Four years after seeing her fearfully lying exhausted on the stones she still brings a rush of emotion when I think about that brief moment I had with her. Now, she will live forever.

  By putting all this between one cover I get to share these thoughts and experiences with others. My hope is that readers will feel a tinge of the fascination and personal satisfaction that this wonderful sport offers. Its nuances have carried me through many days when I could not put my waders on, and evenings when I could and the fishing was poor. It is, as Arnold Gingrich so aptly recognized, the richness of fishing in print.

  Hoagy B. Carmichael

  November 2014
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  Dries on the Alta

  Within minutes of leaving the rock-strewn beach landing at Bolo, our pine twenty-eight-foot boat was piercing the waters of the River Alta with assurance. The bow, high to the wind and rough water, seemed to know where the ominous rocks were that hid just under the turbulent peat-stained surface as we moved upriver toward our camp. The river soon narrowed, becoming a high-walled canyon as unpronounceable, yet legendary pools such as Garvarteigen, Svartfossnakken, Sandiagoski, and Vähäniva passed under us. We see the red and white buildings of Sandia, the camp owned by the Duke of Roxburghe, and the great pool, Mikkeliniva, that it faces. Midway, we docked the boats and carried our equipment over the well-worn Gabonakken trail of fallen rocks (used to make the famous slate-like roofing material—Altaskifer) strewn by countless years of weather that had released them from their origins more than fifteen hundred feet above us. Boatman Kjell Haldorsen and Jan Edmund, Norsemen to the core, moved cigarettes to their lips as we settled in different craft for the final leg of my almost five-thousand-mile trip to the Arctic Circle and the Alta, the home of many of the largest salmon in the world. I was aware that the hard-edged images of the men in the mountains, who live in Europe’s largest canyon, were watching us from their craggy perch as we glided the last few yards onto the landing at the red-sided buildings of our home for three days, Sautso.

  There was nothing else within miles of the camp. We were alone save for the two in the kitchen who within an hour would serve a wonderful meal of lamb chops chased with a quality claret. It was six in the evening of another day with little sleep, my eyelids heavy with the time changes and travel. The first fishing session was less than an hour away and rest was far from my mind. We drew the lower beats, which included Vaehaniva, a long deep pool just above a short white water that history confirms has given up countless fish of more than 50 lbs. The minutes went by slowly as we busied ourselves, waiting for the hand to reach eight o’clock and the time when we could step into the boat. Blankets of annoying mosquitoes were everywhere, taking their life-giving drops where they could. We were to fish until four in the morning, under what protection was afforded by the low light levels of the midnight sun. I had lost track of what day it was, but I felt exhilarated as we motored slowly to Nielo, not far below the camp.
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  The river narrows, bordered by Europe’s largest canyon.

  The first fish mistook my 2/0 Grand Cascapedia wet fly pattern, the Stone Ghost, for something else. My fishing partner, Markku, had covered her from the traditional side of the river, but as is often the case the silhouette of an unfamiliar fly pattern approaching from a different angle proved irresistible. It is also possible that the pheromones that the comely Annette from the kitchen had kindly passed onto the fly with her hands at my request may have also been an important part of the deception. Those who fish the Alta quickly try to estimate the size of their fish in hopes of a salmon that passes the 40-lb. mark. This one, game as she was, was released after scaling at 19 lbs.

  The second fish that evening was special. Many years ago, Lee Wulff told me that any Atlantic salmon, in any river worldwide, could take a dry fly in water that was at least 45 degrees. I have heard that Alta salmon would not take a floater, and my host was politely scornful of their use. In the gloaming of the early morning my #4 Bomber (tied on a no. 3 extra-long hook) pulled a 32-lb. salmon from her lie as I waded the great crescent-shaped Torminen pool. Landing her at the bottom of the run on a 20-lb. leader point was a tip of my cap to the deacon of our sport. Our boatmen were thrilled, and rolled the misshapen soggy fly around in their fingers between cigarettes as I tried to answer their questions. I had a glass of good sauterne before the 5:00 a.m. dinner snack, and slept peacefully.

  The second evening began well. After several naps, we were served by Sautso’s creative chef, Ken-Roger Jensen, a starter of grouse with pancetta cream soup with mushrooms and arctic currants, followed by baked arctic char, crème fraîche sauce with root vegetables, and roasted amandine potatoes. The banana sorbet and milk chocolate ganache dessert was irresistible. With enough light at my back, I decided to wade a deep-water pool called Hareströthemmen. The current in the middle presents the fly well below the large rock that celebrates the best part of it. A 21-lb. female salmon followed my dry fly from somewhere in the dark water, she being the second salmon to show interest. Stripping the fly near the end of the drift appeared to be irresistible, and she was tight after two lunges for the orange-tailed Bomber. She showed the marks left by a struggle with a trawling net, and I was glad to send her on her way with little ceremony.

  Kjell, a retired commercial jet mechanic, was jubilant, and I promised to give him my dry flies and floatant before I left for home so he could use his newfound knowledge when he had his few days on the river later in the month.

  I tried to sleep at least six hours during the warmth of the day, but it felt foreign. The view of the river from the camp, and the sport that the Home Pool in front can provide, made me long for the feel of my musty wading boots. Before I could again tighten the laces we were treated to pickled herring and lobster on toast with vinaigrette foam, and reindeer fillet mains with brown ale sauce, arctic cranberries, and carrot purée with a poached pear that was standing on end like something from Stonehenge. The dessert (by now I had taken to eating everything in sight) of crème brûlée, white chocolate, and raspberry foam was sensational.

  An unwelcome easterly wind and a smattering of rain greeted us the last of the three evenings. The boatmen do not hold a drop in the pools with an anchor, but traditionally the bowman presents the preferred casting position by artfully rowing downriver slowly or, in a large pool, repositioning laterally with a deft flick or three with the oars. I worried momentarily that Kjell was tiring as he braced for another well-synchronized pull against the current. He was used to it, but for all his work I suspected the salmon were likely to remain unresponsive during the barometer change. I used what tricks I knew, but one earnest, rolling attempt to take my 2/0 Spey pattern on the edge of the current at Banas was all I could tally for my last hours of shared-rod fishing on the great river. I cut my fly off at 4:10 a.m., and sulked quietly in the boat as we headed for home—an opportunity, maybe at the fish of my lifetime, lost.
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  The pine boats, commonly made in Finland, that have taken us to the Gabonakken falls.

  The Alta fjord is literally at the end of the earth, warmed slightly by the Gulf Stream current that brushes Norway’s northern coast. The trunks of the pine and birch trees are often no bigger than a man’s arm, and save for two elk that drank from the cool waters of the Home Pool I did not see another animal. I had set a secret goal of four salmon for the roughly nine hours that one actually gets to touch the water with a fly. It was a long way to come for a few hours’ fishing, but I was happy with my three fish that averaged 24 lbs., and I bundled my tired bones under the duvet in the warmth of satisfaction.

  [image: image]

  The buildings of Sautso, and the tail of the Home Pool.

  I wonder if I will ever see that place again. Plying one’s skill against the instincts and whims of big Atlantic salmon is sport at its best with no assurances. Being at the top of the planet with a few flies on the River Alta is all a salmon angler can ask for. The fish don’t often reveal their presence, but one knows that at any moment you can be fast to a large salmon. The goal is to meet one of those great fish, if only for a moment; maybe touch it and then put it back in the water where it belongs. I want to do it my way—with a floating line, and with my boots on the stones. Because I am only competing with myself, I need only feel the satisfaction that a big fish brings once in my lifetime. I left Sautso knowing that I will have to be patient.
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  After several weeks I had almost forgotten about the sleep deprivation and the sore shoulders, and had forgiven the countless mosquitoes that defiantly used me. I did think about my boatman Kjell’s time on the Alta and wondered whether he had bothered trying one of the Bombers I had given him. He only had three or four evenings on his home river to try for a nice fish, and I readily understood his reluctance to try something different. Then, to my surprise, an email from him popped onto my screen suggesting that the Mikkeli pool had too much water to fish the dry fly. He continued: “But, some days later I was in Nedre Sierra and there I got 2 salmons on dry fly, one 13 kg and one 11 kg.” He also lost one on a dry after a thirty-minute fight that his practiced eye estimated would have weighed 20 kg. They were all hooked on his 10'0" single-handed rod. I could feel the weight of his excitement in the email, and was thrilled to see the photo of that great face with his two handsome salmon. His last words were poetic, and put further punctuation on my wonderful trip to the Alta. “When fishing with dry flies we need to have a strong heart, when the salmon takes the floating fly. Best regards, Kjell (New dry-fly fisherman).”
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  My boatman, Kjell Haldorsen, and the look of a happy man with his two Alta salmon caught on a dry fly.
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  Everett Edmund Garrison: (1893-1975)

  The waters of the Hudson River have fostered many important industrial towns along their banks since Henry Hudson, on the behest of the Dutch East India Company in the fall of 1609, cautiously sailed into what was to become the New York harbor, looking for a northerly route to the Pacific coast of Asia. Dutch settlers arrived four years later, establishing New Amsterdam, and settlements such as Yonkers (Jonkheer—a Dutch honorific for “young lord” or “young lady”) began to emerge just north of what was to later become the bustling city of New York. Yonkers developed into an important waterside shipping village where Everett Garrison’s family members settled before the Revolutionary War. Hyatt L. Garrison (1826-1911) owned a sloop that transported goods from Yonkers to New York City, and in 1853 his wife, Sophie French Garrison, gave birth to their son, Edmund Hyatt Garrison. He graduated from Columbia College in 1876. After years as a founding officer of the Sixth Ave. Railroad Company, later to become the Sixth Ave. subway line in New York, he became the president of the New York City firm of John W. Higman Company (importers of clay, chalk, and chemicals).

  On December 23, 1893, the second of two sons, Everett, was born to Addie M. Garrison in their family home on Highland Ave. Young Garrison graduated from Yonkers High School in 1903 and, encouraged by his father’s stern hand, went on to Union College in Schenectady, New York, graduating in 1916 with a BE degree in Electrical Engineering. The Great War was in its third year and Garrison enlisted in the Army Signal Corps with the hope of obtaining flight training. He took a temporary job with Curtis Airplane and Motor Company as the engineer in charge of inspecting the metallurgical properties of the steel going into Curtis’s airplane motors. He finally received his flight training at the New York State Armory on the Cornell campus during the last year of the conflict, but was not shipped overseas. He was exposed to excessive poison gas training during the end of his tour that would later play an important part in the development of his unique concept for taping fly rods. Not long after his discharge, Everett joined the New York Central Railroad, spending much of his time on the designs for the construction of trestles and bridges.
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  Everett Garrison, fourth from the left, while in training at the New York State Armory.
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  Dr. George Parker Holden standing on the banks of a Catskill stream cradling one of his rods.

  During Everett’s childhood, the Garrison family spent their summers in the Catskill Mountains, not far from the Esopus Creek.1 I remember stopping with Mr. Garrison at a bend in the Rondout Creek, where he showed me with pride the spot at which he dangled a worm in front of an unsuspecting brook trout with some success. His interest in trout fishing was later rekindled in 1920 after reading a copy of George La Branche’s The Dry Fly And Fast Water, published in 1914. In those days Garrison spent what spare time he had playing golf. “The hickory available for shafts left much to be wanted,” Garrison told a friend. “Why not bamboo? An introduction to Yonkers native, Dr. George Parker Holden, [in 1922] author of The Idyl of the Split Bamboo was effected and that gentlemen persuaded me to turn my talents to fly rods.”2 Golf soon took a backseat to the study of fly-rod making. Dr. Holden worked with the young novice in his basement shop and, using the doctor’s rod tapers calculated in sixty-fourth-of-an-inch at six-inch intervals, as well as several culms of hand-selected bamboo, Garrison began his study of the craft. Longtime friend Justin Carr gave Everett a crude set of adjustable planing forms and after two years he completed one satisfactory rod that he used on Catskill streams for three years.

  In 1930, Everett was hospitalized with nervous disorders, partially the result of lingering complications from the exposure to gas during his time in the service.3 As he lay in the hospital bed with his college slide rule, and an old bamboo surf casting rod, he began to seriously apply his engineering background to an in-depth study of the material, and how it was affected by the load of a fly line and the stress on the material by a forward cast. In the twists and turns of his best engineer jargon, Garrison explains how he got started. “During the thirties, most of us were without regular employment and I decided to make a study of fly-rod action. This, at first, meant a lot of groundwork and study of Tonkin cane built up in a hexagonal section. First, its unit weight and resilience, and then what or how high of a unit working stress it can take without failure.” His initial findings, labeled “Study of Hexagonal Section,” were penciled on graph paper with minute attention to mathematical calculations and stress diagrams never before considered by other rod makers. Garrison was in his element, leaving nothing to the winds of empirical design, and the results were carefully plotted stress diagrams and a myriad of calculations that became the basis for all of his “progressive” tapers that are the basis for many modern builders today.
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  Garrison, circa 1935, working in his uncle Harry’s shop. He is standing over the workbench that he made all of his rods on that is now in the Catskill Fly Fishing Center and Museum.

  Not long after he was released from hospital, the New York Central fired him, along with fifty other engineers, as the clouds of the Depression darkened.4 With a new wife, Charlotte, and a young boy in the fold, Garrison needed to find unconventional means of supporting his family. There was no room in their Yonkers apartment for a workshop, but he was given space in the basement of his uncle Harry’s Staten Island house so he could begin to build rods using his new mathematically calculated tapers. “I never saw Jack (Charlotte Garrison called him “Jack”) in the daylight. He left Yonkers for the train to Grand Central before the morning light, then boarded a subway to the Staten Island Ferry. He met the ferry at the tip of Manhattan, followed by a local bus to Uncle Harry’s house. When he got home in the evening it was dark.” It was in that dank space, more than forty miles from home, that Garrison built many of his unique tools including his planing forms (calibrated every five inches with his novel “differential screw” innovation), his adaptation of Robert Crompton’s gluing binder, and his heat-treating retort.5 The ship carpenters tool chest that housed Garrison’s planes, saws, files, and various other tools for forty-five years was a gift from Uncle Harry.
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  Vernon Heiney, on the banks of the Beaverkill River, holding his 8’0” Garrison rod.

  With little more than his own rod, and those of Dr. Holden as examples, his friend, Vernon W. Heiney, whom Garrison considered to be the most accomplished flyfisherman he had ever met, loaned him an 8’0” Payne rod for examination. In a 1974 letter to British writer Donald Overfield, the memory of that Payne rod was still fresh. “With a Payne two-piece 8’0” rod available for study, the problem was greatly simplified.6 First, we needed a moment diagram, or bending load diagram with values for every five-inch interval for the length of the rod. This was based on 70 feet of H-D-H silk line with applicable impact factors—also dead weight of the rod with its guide windings and varnish.” By 1932, two 8’0” model 212 rods lay on his bench in finished form. He gave one to John Alden Knight (who, according to Alfred Miller, “had an arm like a blacksmith”), photographs of which can be seen in Knight’s book Modern Fly Casting, published by G. P. Putnam’s Sons, New York, in 1942.7 The other was given in thanks to Vern Heiney, who fished the Beaverkill and Adirondack Rivers.8 Years later Mr. Garrison reflected on that gift. “He had a little trouble getting used to the action at first, but after adjusting his casting to the rod, he laid his Payne aside. By the end of the summer, he had sent me orders for over 40 of those 8-footers and that came in nice and handy in 1932 and ’33.”9
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