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  Introduction

  I have explored many of the Catskill rivers, including sections of the Beaverkill, the Willowemoc, the Esopus, both branches of the Delaware, and the main stem. Each of these rivers has been celebrated by numerous writers, and every visit has given me great pleasure. But the Neversink Gorge, with its rich fly-fishing history and seven miles of cascading water and long pools, is closest to my heart.

  Initially, I thought the river was a marvelous find, an isolated place where wild fish could be stalked and the tensions of graduate school could be abandoned. That first spring I walked in the two miles from the end of Katrina Falls road to the Campground Pool almost every day, savoring the hemlocks and pines, the rhododendron and laurel, and started fishing when the caddis flies began to hatch.

  Soon after, as locals began to tell me about New York State’s controversial attempts to purchase land for a new park from major landowner Ben Wechsler, I began to explore the situation. After speaking to many individuals including Wechsler, I found myself questioning my heretofore unwavering belief in public acquisition. I began to write about the politics of the Gorge and what should be done to protect it, each word increasing my connection.

  I also started reading about the fly-fishing history of the river, and my attachment to the Gorge grew further. I now saw the Neversink as much more than just a place to catch a few trout. It had become the place John Burroughs describes: “One’s own landscape comes in time to be a sort of outlying part of himself; he had sowed himself broadcast upon it, and it reflects his own mood and feelings.”

  Like a twin-headed naiad, the Neversink begins as two tumbling, brook-trout-laden creeks on the flanks of 4,204-foot Slide Mountain. As they leave the environs of Slide, the branches, though still rocky and rapid, begin to display some longer and deeper pools where larger trout might hide. After twelve miles or so, and having dropped over 500 feet, the two branches meet at the Forks. There the mainstream Neversink flows for five miles before being interrupted by the Neversink Reservoir (my boundary between the upper and lower rivers), and then continues on its generally more gradual path to the Delaware, some forty miles distant.

  Since its present incarnation after the last Ice Age, the upper Neversink has never been an especially productive fishery. The underlying rock formation lacked the major fertilizing minerals of potash, nitrates, carbonates, and sulfates. Then thousands of years ago glaciers scoured the region, leaving thin deposits of more infertile soil, thus further limiting the trout-supporting insect life in the river. The geology also lent itself to slightly acidic water, another factor not conducive to larger trout.

  Such conditions, however, favored the growth of hemlock and at one time the entire area was covered with enormous groves of that evergreen. Naturalists John and William Bartram noted the dominance of the species even while praising the rich mixture of other trees. The first fishermen found the heavily canopied river full of small brookies.

  This idyllic situation started to end with the discovery that hemlock bark produced the perfect tanning agent, and soon four-foot-diameter hemlocks were being cut down across the Catskills. Alf Evers in The Catskills writes of “the struggle between men and hemlock trees that was begun in earnest by Colonel [William] Edwards about 1816 and did not end until the hemlocks were completely routed during the 1870s.” A tannery was established in Claryville in 1847, and the river below quickly suffered from siltation and pollution, the volatility of the water flows increasing dramatically as the clear-cut land couldn’t act as a buffer to devastating spates. Such conditions reduced the brook trout population but fortunately, as John Burroughs recalled in his “Speckled Trout,” fishing remained outstanding on the waters above the reach of the loggers. The introduction of the more tolerant brown trout in 1886 helped maintain and perhaps improve the fishery, as the browns grew larger and were longer lived.

  A later threat, logging to supply the acid factories with charcoal to produce wood alcohol and acetone, was avoided, possibly because of the remoteness of the upper river. But the valley had changed dramatically, the massive hemlocks replaced by oak, maple, beech, and other hardwoods, growing on land that had lost even more of its scanty humus and topsoil.

  It is during this time that Theodore Gordon began fishing the Neversink. He represents the major figure in the transition from wet to dry-fly fishing in the United States. Although fishing with the dry fly had been mentioned by Thaddeus Norris in his The American Angler’s Book (1865) and in several articles by other authors, Gordon became the great practitioner of the technique after he had received a number of dry flies from the Englishman Frederic Halford in 1890. Based on British insects, Halford’s flies poorly imitated American hatches, but Gordon embraced the innovative technique and began an arduous study of native entomology that resulted in many indigenous patterns, including his most famous, the Quill Gordon.

  Gordon never published a book, but in his many “Little Talks on Fly Fishing,” first in the Fishing Gazette (from 1890) and then in Forest and Stream (from 1903), he emerged as a consummate fisherman who was also one of the most creative and prolific flytiers in the country. Gordon’s attention to the art of fly tying is at the center of his writing, especially his collected letters. He was always searching for better materials and better methods—American materials and techniques often seemed second-rate—and later in life he made much of his income from tying professionally.

  This same attentiveness comes through in his evaluation of rods. He experimented with many rods, with an especial fondness for the Leonard brand, and wrote often about various flaws in almost all of the rods he tried.

  Gordon’s own fishing practices show a rare devotion to refining his casting methods and an almost obsessive quest to “match the hatch”: “I rarely fish other than flies I have dressed myself; I like to make them from day to day to suit the occasion.”

  By the time Gordon began writing, Burroughs and John Muir had well established a conservationist ethic, and the battle over damming the Tuloume River had already been fought. Gordon saw the dangers to his beloved Neversink, Beaverkill, and Willowemoc from deteriorating stream conditions due to a number of sawmills and continual logging. The former dumped tons of sawdust into the river and the logging itself contributed to spring flooding and silt accumulation. Gordon also pointed out the dangers of overfishing, particularly from bait fishermen, noting that “Worm fishing kills many small fish which, if taken with fly, could be returned unimpaired.” He suggested a number of stream improvements and became very active in helping New York State stock the public streams.

  Gordon did not seem particularly disturbed by the building of the Ashokan Reservoir on the Esopus, feeling, if it were correctly managed, it would provide habitat for many large trout. Perhaps his reaction would have been different had he known that the Pepacton and Cannonsville reservoirs were not far in the future, and that his own residence along with miles of his favored haunts would be lost with the building of the Neversink Reservoir.

  Edward Ringwood Hewitt and George M. L. La Branche had a permanent impact on the Catskill tradition. Close friends, and fishing companions, they often tested the Neversink waters along with Ambrose Monell, the first American to fish the dry fly for salmon and the owner of 10,000 acres in the Neversink Gorge.

  Hewitt was the first fly fisherman to study trout and their habitat scientifically, and his ingenious experiments about how trout see are still worth reading. His A Trout and Salmon Fisherman for Seventy-Five Years (1948) shows him as an eclectic master at technique: “I have never been one of those dry-fly purists who hold up their hands in horror at anything but dry-fly fishing. I think I have mastered this art as well as most of its devotees, but I have also known the pleasures of wet-fly and nymph fishing, as well as many forms of bait fishing in which I used to excel.” Hewitt owned five miles of the upper river (now mostly covered by the reservoir) and had his own hatchery where he tested his numerous theories about what conditions trout favored. He also published the first book on stream improvements, Better Trout Streams.

  Prior to George La Branche, almost all dry-fly fishing was done on relatively slow water, where the fly could be clearly seen and the line easily mended. La Branche, however, began to fish the dry in quicker and more turbulent water, and his classic, The Dry Fly and Fast Water (1914), offered great insight into his new techniques, including his curved cast. Disdaining anything but the dry fly, La Branche represents the purist approach to fly-fishing, and his defense of the technique, written with elegance and intensity, is a formidable document.

  The slightly more fertile lower river saw the same destruction of the hemlock forest to feed the insatiable tanneries, with the exception of the canyon area of the Neversink Gorge. The Palen tannery at Fallsburg was established in 1832 and used more than 4,000 cords of hemlock bark a year. After the tanning industry began to decline, the area also suffered secondary logging to supply a paper mill at Fallsburg and numerous sawmills. Slowly, however, many of the mills fell silent and the clear-cuts began to grow back. It was during this transition that Ray Bergman and Larry Koller began to fish and later to write about the lower river.

  Ray Bergman’s encyclopedic Trout has been a classic since it was first published in 1938. His focused, no-nonsense approach is refreshing, as this comment on fly selection illustrates: “In fact I believe we’d do better with only a few, because then we’d concentrate on using skill and knowledge to catch fish, instead of wasting valuable time searching through a confusingly large number of flies for the one pattern that the fish couldn’t refuse.”

  Larry Koller began fishing on smaller streams, but, as he recalled in his Taking Larger Trout (1950), “my thoughts were ever straying to the Neversink, only a few miles from home, but the great flow and majesty of this stream held me off. I felt that I was not ready either with casting skill or background of experience to seek the heavy trout I knew were there.” Taking Larger Trout remains a compelling volume: the book is filled with strategies for capturing the two- and three-pounders that still inhabit the Gorge.

  During this time, the river above the town of Neversink also continued to attract the attention of writers. In 1951 John Atherton published his The Fly and the Fish, in which he recounted fishing the river with an aging Hewitt. By this time the Neversink Dam was under construction, and Sparse Grey Hackle, in Fishless Days, Angling Nights, recalled a visit just before the reservoir drowned both the residence where Gordon died and Hewitt’s fishing camp.

  The completion of the reservoir flattened five miles of the upper river and had immediate consequences below. At first, releases were remarkable, often 133 million gallons per day (5 MGD would be the full flow from a 55-gallon drum lying on its side, so 133 MGD would be approximately 26 drums). The thermal plume reached the main stem of the Delaware at Port Jervis, thus allowing another twenty miles of trout water.

  However, there were problems. Since the releases were made quickly and unpredictably, the river level changed rapidly and dangerously to anyone fishing it. Such extreme fluctuations also affected the trout population and the insect life. Nevertheless, the river maintained a substantial trout fishery, and as Harry Darbee said at the time, “Enjoy it while you can.”

  Darbee’s advice proved correct: in the early 60s flows were reduced to 10 MGD in summer and a little over 3 MGD in winter. Previously deep and clear, the river was now ankle high and polluted at Bridgeville. The Gorge, though helped by its many feeder streams, suffered also.

  To compound the problem, as the towns of Woodbourne, Fallsburg, and South Fallsburg expanded, pollution from untreated sewage became a substantial concern, especially from a number of hotels (there were nine between Fallsburg and South Fallsburg alone) with antiquated and ill-maintained treatment facilities that were pumping raw sewage into the water, giving the river a whitish tinge.

  Fortunately, a group of individuals, led by Dr. Bernard Cinberg, Phil Chase, Sam Levine, Ben Wechsler, and Frank Mele, began to fight for more releases and strict enforcement of pollution regulations. By the early 1970s, they had stopped the major polluters—including quarries at Fallsburg and Bridgeville—and in 1976 had an agreement with the state for tripling the summer releases to 30 MGD, which later was increased to 37 MGD, then 45 MGD, and currently 73.4 MGD.

  Nick Lyons visited the Gorge after the new flows started, and in “Last Days Are for Dreamers,” he wrote of fishing the central part when the other Catskill rivers were too warm for decent fishing.

  The upper river never faced such struggles, the primary reason being that a number of large sections were preserved, mainly through private ownership. The Winnisook Club and the Connell property on the West Branch, the Frost Valley YMCA lands on both branches, and the state-owned headwaters of the East Branch have been instrumental in keeping the upper river in a natural condition. One of those owners, Leonard M. Wright, Jr., produced two of the best books about the river.

  Wright’s The Ways of Trout (1985) and Neversink (1991) are superb volumes, the first detailing his curiosity about rivers and trout, the second an intimate portrayal of his relationship to his home water. The Ways of Trout explores a number of hypotheses concerning trout behavior, including Wright’s innovative belief that trout feed most heavily in response to rapidly changing water temperature. However, the most engaging section is “The Endless Belt,” a celebration of freshwater that includes the author’s exploration of a favorite pool with mask and snorkel.

  Perhaps the finest volume written on the river is Neversink. Wright’s engaging style, his self-deprecating humor, and his competent research all merge into the most readable work on the river: “For over two decades I have drunk from it, fished it, studied it, and struggled to improve it. I have examined it every month of the year, charting changes in its streambed and looking into the numbers, types, and habits of the life forms it produces. I have also scoured libraries and questioned biologists and hydrologists to learn more about running waters in general and this one in particular. It is an exercise that never ends: I am still learning and discovering.” Every page in Neversink is worth reading, but in order to cover the reservoir, the chapter “Salar Sebago” has been included. This section details New York State’s attempt to introduce landlocked salmon into the reservoir.

  The above-mentioned writers are the core of this anthology, but I have included other authors who visited the Neversink. The decline of the fishing below the dam is noted by Ernest Schwiebert in “Neversink Fishing,” from Remembrances of Rivers Past. Al McClane’s contribution is an amusing anecdote about fishing a posted stretch of the Bushkill, a major tributary of the Neversink, with Walter “Beedle” Smith, Assistant Secretary of State and later head of the CIA. A chapter on the Lady Flyfishers, who gathered at their cottage on the West Branch, is worth reading, as is an excerpt from R. Palmer Baker, the author of The Sweet of the Year. Later writers include Phil Chase’s tale of recreating one of Gordon’s lost flies, Jay Cassell’s tribute to the Gorge, and John Miller’s experience in fishing the middle part of the river below South Fallsburg.

  The future of the Neversink is reasonably secure. The surrounding forest has recovered for the most part, thus stabilizing the flow of the upper river. Below the reservoir, present releases are maintaining a decent fishery, and sewage concerns have been largely addressed. The DEC has also added some access areas. However, there is some development on the upper river, and present flows on the lower river should be maintained since they have little effect on New York City’s daily usage of almost a billion gallons per day.

  After all the challenges it has faced and continues to face, the Neversink remains a varied, fecund, and major Catskill river.

  —JUSTIN ASKINS


  [image: Half Title of Legendary Neversink]


  [image: image]

  Speckled Trout

  JOHN BURROUGHS

  The trout is dark and obscure above, but behind this foil there are wondrous tints that reward the believing eye. Those who seek him in his wild remote haunts are quite sure to get the full force of the sombre and uninviting aspects,—the wet, the cold, the toil, the broken rest, and the huge, savage, uncompromising nature,—but the true angler sees farther than these, and is never thwarted of his legitimate reward by them.

  I have been a seeker of trout from my boyhood, and on all the expeditions in which this fish has been the ostensible purpose I have brought home more game than my creel showed. In fact, in my mature years I find I got more of nature into me, more of the woods, the wild, nearer to bird and beast, while threading my native streams for trout, than in almost any other way. It furnished a good excuse to go forth; it pitched one in the right key; it sent one through the fat and marrowy places of field and wood. Then the fisherman has a harmless, preoccupied look; he is a kind of vagrant that nothing fears. He blends himself with the trees and the shadows. All his approaches are gentle and indirect. He times himself to the meandering, soliloquizing stream; its impulse bears him along. At the foot of the waterfall he sits sequestered and hidden in its volume of sound. The birds know he has no designs upon them, and the animals see that his mind is in the creek. His enthusiasm anneals him, and makes him pliable to the scenes and influences he moves among.

  Then what acquaintance he makes with the stream! He addresses himself to it as a lover to his mistress; he woos it and stays with it till he knows its most hidden secrets. It runs through his thoughts not less than through its banks there; he feels the fret and thrust of every bar and boulder. Where it deepens, his purpose deepens; where it is shallow, he is indifferent. He knows how to interpret its every glance and dimple; its beauty haunts him for days.

  I am sure I run no risk of overpraising the charm and attractiveness of a well-fed trout stream, every drop of water in it as bright and pure as if the nymphs had brought it all the way from its source in crystal goblets, and as cool as if it had been hatched beneath a glacier. When the heated and soiled and jaded refugee from the city first sees one, he feels as if he would like to turn it into his bosom and let it flow through him a few hours, it suggests such healing freshness and newness. How his roily thoughts would run clear; how the sediment would go downstream! Could he ever have an impure or an unwholesome wish afterward? The next best thing he can do is to tramp along its banks and surrender himself to its influence. If he reads it intently enough, he will, in a measure, be taking it into his mind and heart, and experiencing its salutary ministrations.

  Trout streams coursed through every valley my boyhood knew. I crossed them, and was often lured and detained by them, on my way to and from school. We bathed in them during the long summer noons, and felt for the trout under their banks. A holiday was a holiday indeed that brought permission to go fishing over on Rose’s Brook, or up Hardscrabble, or in Meeker’s Hollow; all-day trips, from morning till night, through meadows and pastures and beechen woods, wherever the shy, limpid stream led. What an appetite it developed! a hunger that was fierce and aboriginal, and that the wild strawberries we plucked as we crossed the hill teased rather than allayed. When but a few hours could be had, gained perhaps by doing some piece of work about the farm or garden in half the allotted time, the little creek that headed in the paternal domain was handy; when half a day was at one’s disposal, there were the hemlocks, less than a mile distant, with their loitering, meditative, log-impeded stream and their dusky, fragrant depths. Alert and wide-eyed, one picked his way along, startled now and then by the sudden bursting-up of the partridge, or by the whistling wings of the “dropping snip,” pressing through the brush and the briers, or finding an easy passage over the trunk of a prostrate tree, carefully letting his hook down through some tangle into a still pool, or standing in some high, sombre avenue and watching his line float in and out amid the moss-covered boulders. In my first essayings I used to go to the edge of these hemlocks, seldom dipping into them beyond the first pool where the stream swept under the roots of two large trees. From this point I could look back into the sunlit fields where the cattle were grazing; beyond, all was gloom and mystery; the trout were black, and to my young imagination the silence and the shadows were blacker. But gradually I yielded to the fascination and penetrated the woods farther and farther on each expedition, till the heart of the mystery was fairly plucked out. During the second or third year of my piscatorial experience I went through them, and through the pasture and meadow beyond, and through another strip of hemlocks, to where the little stream joined the main creek of the valley.

  In June, when my trout fever ran pretty high, and an auspicious day arrived, I would make a trip to a stream a couple of miles distant, that came down out of a comparatively new settlement. It was a rapid mountain brook presenting many difficult problems to the young angler, but a very enticing stream for all that, with its two saw-mill dams, its pretty cascades, its high, shelving rocks sheltering the mossy nests of the phoebe-bird, and its general wild and forbidding aspects.

  But a meadow brook was always a favorite. The trout like meadows; doubtless their food is more abundant there, and, usually, the good hiding-places are more numerous. As soon as you strike a meadow the character of the creek changes: it goes slower and lies deeper; it tarries to enjoy the high, cool banks and to half hide beneath them; it loves the willows, or rather the willows love it and shelter it from the sun; its spring runs are kept cool by the overhanging grass, and the heavy turf that faces its open banks is not cut away by the sharp hoofs of the grazing cattle. Then there are the bobolinks and the starlings and the meadowlarks, always interested spectators of the angler; there are also the marsh marigolds, the buttercups, or the spotted lilies, and the good angler is always an interested spectator of them. In fact, the patches of meadow land that lie in the angler’s course are like the happy experiences in his own life, or like the fine passages in the poem he is reading; the pasture oftener contains the shallow and monotonous places. In the small streams the cattle scare the fish, and soil their element and break down their retreats under the banks. Woodland alternates the best with meadow: the creek loves to burrow under the roots of a great tree, to scoop out a pool after leaping over the prostrate trunk of one, and to pause at the foot of a ledge of moss-covered rocks, with ice-cold water dripping down. How straight the current goes for the rock! Note its corrugated, muscular appearance; it strikes and glances off, but accumulates, deepens with well-defined eddies above and to one side; on the edge of these the trout lurk and spring upon their prey. The angler learns that it is generally some obstacles or hindrances that makes a deep place in the creek, as in a brave life; and his ideal brook is one that lies in deep, well-defined banks, yet makes many a shift from right to left, meets with many rebuffs and adventures, hurled back upon itself by rocks, waylaid by snags and trees, tripped up by precipices, but sooner or later reposing under meadow banks, deepening and eddying beneath bridges, or prosperous and strong in some level stretch of cultivated land with great elms shading it here and there.

  But I early learned that from almost any stream in a trout country the true angler could take trout, and that the great secret was this, that, whatever bait you used, worm, grasshopper, grub, or fly, there was one thing you must always put upon your hook, namely, your heart: when you bait your hook with your heart the fish always bite; they will jump clear from the water after it; they will dispute with each other over it; it is a morsel they love above everything else. With such bait I have seen the born angler (my grandfather was one) take a noble string of trout from the most unpromising waters, and on the most unpromising day. He used his hook so coyly and tenderly, he approached the fish with such address and insinuation, he divined the exact spot where they lay: if they were not eager, he humored them and seemed to steal by them; if they were playful and coquettish, he would suit his mood to theirs; if they were frank and sincere, he met them halfway; he was so patient and considerate, so entirely devoted to pleasing the critical trout, and so successful in his efforts,—surely his heart was upon his hook, and it was a tender, unctuous heart, too, as that of every angler is. How nicely he would measure the distance! how dexterously he would avoid an overhanging limb or bush and drop the line exactly in the right spot! Of course there was a pulse of feeling and sympathy to the extremity of that line. If your heart is a stone, however, or an empty husk, there is no use to put it upon your hook; it will not tempt the fish; the bait must be quick and fresh. Indeed, a certain quality of youth is indispensable to the successful angler, a certain unworldliness and readiness to invest yourself in an enterprise that doesn’t pay in the current coin. Not only is the angler, like the poet, born and not made, as Walton says, but there is a deal of the poet in him, and he is to be judged no more harshly; he is the victim of his genius: those wild streams, how they haunt him! he will play truant to dull care, and flee to them; their waters impart somewhat of their own perpetual youth to him. My grandfather when he was eighty years old would take down his pole as eagerly as any boy, and step off with wonderful elasticity toward the beloved streams; it used to try my young legs a good deal to follow him, specially on the return trip. And no poet was ever more innocent of worldly success or ambition. For, to paraphrase Tennyson:

  Lusty trout to him were scrip and share,

  And babbling waters more than cent for cent.

  He laid up treasures, but they were not in this world. In fact, though the kindest of husbands, I fear he was not what the country people call a “good provider,” except in providing trout in their season, though it is doubtful if there was always fat in the house to fry them in. But he could tell you they were worse off than that at Valley Forge, and that trout, or any other fish, were good roasted in the ashes under the coals. He had the Walton requisite of loving quietness and contemplation, and was devout withal. Indeed, in many ways he was akin to those Galilee fishermen who were called to be fishers of men. How he read the Book and pored over it, even at times, I suspect, nodding over it, and laying it down only to take up his rod, over which, unless the trout were very dilatory and the journey very fatiguing, he never nodded!

  My first acquaintance with the Neversink was made in company with some friends in 1869. We passed up the valley of the Big Indian, marveling at its copious ice-cold springs, and its immense sweep of heavy-timbered mountain-sides. Crossing the range at its head, we struck the Neversink quite unexpectedly about the middle of the afternoon, at a point where it was a good-sized trout stream. It proved to be one of those black mountain brooks born of innumerable ice-cold springs, nourished in the shade, and shod, as it were, with thick-matted moss, that every camper-out remembers. The fish are as black as the stream and very wild. They dart from beneath the fringed rocks, or dive with the hook into the dusky depths,—an integral part of the silence and the shadows. The spell of the moss is over all. The fisherman’s tread is noiseless, as he leaps from stone to stone and from ledge to ledge along the bed of the stream. How cool it is! He looks up the dark, silent defile, hears the solitary voice of the water, sees the decayed trunks of fallen trees bridging the stream, and all he has dreamed, when a boy, of the haunts of beasts of prey—the crouching feline tribes, especially if it be near nightfall and the gloom already deepening in the woods—comes freshly to mind, and he presses on, wary and alert, and speaking to his companions in low tones.

  After an hour or so the trout became less abundant, and with nearly a hundred of the black sprites in our baskets we turned back. Here and there I saw the abandoned nests of the pigeons, sometimes half a dozen in one tree. In a yellow birch which the floods had uprooted, a number of nests were still in place, little shelves or platforms of twigs loosely arranged, and affording little or no protection to the eggs or the young birds against inclement weather.

  Before we had reached our companions the rain set in again and forced us to take shelter under a balsam. When it slackened we moved on and soon came up with Aaron, who had caught his first trout, and, considerably drenched, was making his way toward camp, which one of the party had gone forward to build. After traveling less than a mile, we saw a smoke struggling up through the dripping tress, and in a few moments were all standing round a blazing fire. But the rain now commenced again, and fairly poured down through the trees, rendering the prospect of cooking and eating our supper there in the woods, and of passing the night on the ground without tent or cover of any kind, rather disheartening. We had been told of a bark shanty a couple of miles farther down the creek, and thitherward we speedily took up our line of march. When we were on the point of discontinuing the search, thinking we had been misinformed or had passed it by, we came in sight of a bark-peeling, in the midst of which a small log house lifted its naked rafters toward the now breaking sky. It had neither floor nor roof, and was less inviting on first sight than the open woods. But a board partition was still standing, out of which we built a rude porch on the east side of the house, large enough for us all to sleep under if well packed, and eat under if we stood up. There was plenty of well-seasoned timber lying about, and a fire was soon burning in front of our quarters that made the scene social and picturesque, especially when the frying-pans were brought into requisition, and the coffee, in charge of Aaron, who was an artist in this line, mingled its aroma with the wild-wood air. At dusk a balsam was felled, and the tips of the branches used to make a bed, which was more fragrant than soft; hemlock is better, because its needles are finer and its branches more elastic.

  There was a spirt or two of rain during the night, but not enough to find out the leaks in our roof. It took the shower or series of showers of the next day to do that. They commenced about two o’clock in the afternoon. The forenoon had been fine, and we had brought into camp nearly three hundred trout; but before they were half dressed, or the first panfuls fried, the rain set in. First came short, sharp dashes, then a gleam of treacherous sunshine, followed by more and heavier dashes. The wind was in the southwest, and to rain seemed the easiest thing in the world. From fitful dashes to a steady pour, the transition was natural. We stood huddled together, stark and grim, under our cover, like hens under a cart. The fire fought bravely for a time, and retaliated with sparks and spiteful tongues of flame; but gradually its spirit was broken, only a heavy body of coal and half-consumed logs in the centre holding out against all odds. The simmering fish were soon floating about in a yellow liquid that did not look in the least appetizing. Point after point gave way in our cover, till standing between the drops was no longer possible. The water coursed down the underside of the boards, and dripped in our necks and formed puddles on our hat-brims. We shifted our guns and traps and viands, till there was no longer any choice of position, when the loaves and the fishes, the salt and the sugar, the pork and the butter, shared the same watery fate. The fire was gasping its last. Little rivulets coursed about it, and bore away the quenched but steaming coals on their bosoms. The spring run in the rear of our camp swelled so rapidly that part of the trout that had been hastily left lying on its banks again found themselves quite at home. For over two hours the floods came down. About four o’clock Orville, who had not yet come from the day’s sport, appeared. To say Orville was wet is not much; he was better than that,—he had been washed and rinsed in at least half a dozen waters, and the trout that he bore dangling at the end of a string hardly knew that they had been out of their proper element.

  But he brought welcome news. He had been two or three miles down the creek, and had seen a log building,—whether house or stable he did not know, but it had the appearance of having a good roof, which was inducement enough for us instantly to leave our present quarters. Our course lay along an old wood-road, and much of the time we were to our knees in water. The woods were literally flooded everywhere. Every little rill and springlet ran like a mill-tail, while the main stream rushed and roared, foaming, leaping, lashing, its volume increased fifty-fold. The water was not roily, but of a rich coffee-color, from the leachings of the woods. No more trout for the next three days! we thought, as we looked upon the rampant stream.

  After we had labored and floundered along for about an hour, the road turned to the left, and in a little stumpy clearing near the creek a gable uprose on our view. It did not prove to be just such a place as poets love to contemplate. It required a greater effort for the imagination than any of us were then capable of to believe it had ever been a favorite resort of wood-nymphs or sylvan deities. It savored rather of the equine and the bovine. The bark-men had kept their teams there, horses on the one side and oxen on the other, and no Hercules had ever done duty in cleansing the stables. But there was a dry loft overhead with some straw, where we might get some sleep, in spite of the rain and the midges; a double layer of boards, standing at a very acute angle, would keep off the former, while the mingled refuse hay and muck beneath would nurse a smoke that would prove a thorough protection against the latter. And then, when Jim, the two-handed, mounting the trunk of a prostrate maple near by, had severed it thrice with easy and familiar stroke, and, rolling the logs in front of the shanty, had kindled a fire, which, getting better of the dampness, soon cast a bright glow over all, shedding warmth and light even into the dingy stable, I consented to unsling my knapsack and accept the situation. The rain had ceased, and the sun shone out behind the woods. We had trout sufficient for present needs; and after my first meal in an ox-stall, I strolled out on the rude log bridge to watch the angry Neversink rush by. Its waters fell quite as rapidly as they rose, and before sundown it looked as if we might have fishing again on the morrow. We had better sleep that night than either night before, though there were two disturbing causes,—the smoke in the early part of it, and the cold in the latter. The “no-see-ems” left in disgust; and, though disgusted myself, I swallowed the smoke as best I could, and hugged my pallet of straw the closer. But the day dawned bright, and a plunge in the Neversink set me all right again. The creek, to our surprise and gratification, was only a little higher than before the rain, and some of the finest trout we had yet seen we caught that morning near camp.

  We tarried yet another day and night at the old stable, but taking our meals outside squatted on the ground, which had now become quite dry. Part of the day I spent strolling about the woods, looking up old acquaintances among the birds, and, as always, half expectant of making some new ones. Curiously enough, the most abundant species were among those I had found rare in most other localities, namely, the small water-wagtail, the mourning ground warbler, and the yellow-bellied woodpecker. The latter seems to be the prevailing woodpecker through the woods of this region.

  That night the midges, those motes that sting, held high carnival. We learned afterward, in the settlement below and from the barkpeelers, that it was the worst night ever experienced in that valley. We had done no fishing during the day, but had anticipated some fine sport about sundown. Accordingly Aaron and I started off between six and seven o’clock, one going upstream and the other down. The scene was charming. The sun shot up great spokes of light from behind the woods, and beauty, like a presence, pervaded the atmosphere. But torment, multiplied as the sands of the seashore, lurked in every tangle and thicket. In a thoughtless moment I removed my shoes and socks, and waded in the water to secure a fine trout that had accidentally slipped from my string and was helplessly floating with the current. This caused some delay and gave the gnats time to accumulate. Before I had got one foot half dressed I was enveloped in a black mist that settled upon my hands and neck and face, filling my ears with infinitesimal pipings and covering my flesh with infinitesimal bitings. I thought I should have to flee to the friendly fumes of the old stable, with “one stocking off and one stocking on;” but I got my shoe on at last, though not without many amusing interruptions and digressions.

  In a few moments after this adventure I was in rapid retreat toward camp. Just as I reached the path leading from the shanty to the creek, my companion in the same ignoble flight reached it also, his hat broken and rumpled, and his sanguine countenance looking more sanguinary than I had ever before seen it, and his speech, also, in the highest degree inflammatory. His face and forehead were as blotched and swollen as if he had just run his head into a hornets’ nest, and his manner as precipitate as if the whole swarm was still at his back.

  No smoke or smudge which we ourselves could endure was sufficient in the earlier part of that evening to prevent serious annoyance from the same cause; but later a respite was granted us.

  About ten o’clock, as we stood round our campfire, we were startled by a brief but striking display of the aurora borealis. My imagination had already been excited by talk of legends and of weird shapes and appearances, and when, on looking up toward the sky, I saw those pale, phantasmal waves of magnetic light chasing each other across the little opening above our heads, and at first sight seeming barely to clear the treetops, I was as vividly impressed as if I had caught a glimpse of a veritable spectre of the Neversink. The sky shook and trembled like a great white curtain.

  The next morning boded rain; but we had become thoroughly sated with the delights of our present quarters, outside and in, and packed up our traps to leave. Before we had reached the clearing, three miles below, the rain set in, keeping up a lazy, monotonous drizzle till the afternoon.

  The clearing was quite a recent one, made mostly by barkpeelers, who followed their calling in the mountains round about in summer, and worked in their shops making shingle in winter. The Biscuit Brook came in here from the west,—a fine, rapid trout stream six or eight miles in length, with plenty of deer in the mountains about its head. On its banks we found the house of an old woodman, to whom we had been directed for information about the section we proposed to traverse.

  “Is the way very difficult,” we inquired, “across from the Neversink into the head of the Beaverkill?”

  “Not to me; I could go it the darkest night ever was. And I can direct you so you can find the way without any trouble. You go down the Neversink about a mile, when you come to Highfall Brook, the first stream that comes down on the right. Follow up it to Jim Reed’s shanty, about three miles. Then cross the stream, and on the left bank, pretty well up on the side of the mountain, you will find a wood-road, which was made by a fellow below here who stole some ash logs off the top of the ridge last winter and drew them out on the snow. When the road first begins to tilt over the mountain, strike down to your left, and you can reach the Beaverkill before sundown.”

  As it was then after two o’clock, and the distance was six or eight of these terrible hunter’s miles, we concluded to take a whole day to it, and wait till next morning. The Beaverkill flowed west, the Neversink south, and I had a mortal dread of getting entangled amid the mountains and valleys that lie in either angle.

  Besides, I was glad of another and final opportunity to pay my respects to the finny tribes of the Neversink. At this point it was one of the finest trout streams I had ever beheld. It was so sparkling, its bed so free from sediment or impurities of any kind, that it had a new look, as if it had just come from the hand of its Creator. I tramped along its margin upward of a mile that afternoon, part of the time wading to my knees, and casting my hook, baited only with a trout’s fin, to the opposite bank. Trout are real cannibals, and make no bones, and break none either, in lunching on each other. A friend of mine had several in his spring, when one day a large female trout gulped down one of her male friends, nearly one third her own size, and went around for two days with the tail of her liege lord protruding from her mouth! A fish’s eye will do for bait, though the anal fin is better. One of the natives here told me that when he wished to catch large trout (and I judged he never fished for any other,—I never do), he used for bait the bullhead, or dart, a little fish an inch and a half or two inches long, that rests on the pebbles near shore and darts quickly, when disturbed from point to point. “Put that on your hook,” said he, “and if there is a big fish in the creek, he is bound to have it.” But the darts were not easily found; the big fish, I concluded, had cleaned them all out; and, then, it was easy enough to supply our wants with a fin.

OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/Images/half.jpg
The Legendary Neversink





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
The Legendary Neversink

A Treasury of the Best Writing
About One of America’s Great Trout Rivers

EDITED AND WITH AN INTRODUCTION 2Y
JUSTIN ASKINS

it

Skyhorse Publishing





OEBPS/Images/1-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/half1.jpg
The Legendary Neversink

Woodchuck






OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
T 1
N

A Treasury of the Best Writing Abont
One ofAmerzmy Great Trout Rivers

EDITED BY]USTIN ASKINS





OEBPS/Images/xiii-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/xi-1.jpg





