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THE CONTRARY ACT INTRODUCTION
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Moving water thrills me. I can’t drive over a bridge without looking down at the river and wondering whether trout live there. I speculate about where they might be hiding and how I’d try to catch them. Then I break from my reverie before I swerve into oncoming traffic. If I’ve decided the river’s promising, I privately plot a return. It’s like discovering a secret hidden in plain sight.

The discovery is bittersweet, however, because the chances of coming back are low. Life interferes with the best angling intentions. I’ve studied maps with snaking blue lines and evocative names waiting to be fished: the Jefferson, the Test, the Spey, the Alta. There’s so much water, and it takes years, longer, to learn a river’s nature. The names of rivers I’ve yet to fish are etched in my head like the titles of great novels sitting unread on the shelf. I’m still trying to understand the rivers in my life beyond the most basic familiarity. Beneath the surface are mysteries we can barely make out, so we study and speculate and remember every detail we can. This is fishing.

By fishing, I mean fly fishing, with its traditional way of casting, wading or from a drift boat, often for trout. But also salmon, bonefish, striped bass, and more, all over the world. The obsession, when it takes hold, is global and total. A friend has an insight—Everybody knows about the salmon fishing in Iceland, but did you hear about their brown trout?—apparently it’s great, and I find myself on an esoteric website at midnight in a language I don’t read.

Angling is about anticipation and planning trips far in the future, but it also has a storied history. This sport has been practiced since Izaak Walton’s Compleat Angler was published in 1653, in ways that are, to the naked eye, fairly unchanged today, like a Shakespeare play performed on a thrust stage. Some people justify fly fishing with claims that it’s poetic, and, yes, there are moments of pure poetry, but the pleasures of fishing are also tactile and immediate. The theoretical considerations tend to enter my mind, sometimes against my will, when I’m not catching anything.

When upstanding yet angling-agnostic citizens find out I’m fishing for a week in Montana, they raise an eyebrow; when they find out I’m going to the Bahamas, they raise two. It’s as if I’m not merely leaving town but leaving society, the society that’s employed, productive, efficient, and to their mind, necessary. Fishing in the modern world, I’ve come to realize, is a contrary act. While it might improve one’s moral character (a possibly dubious theory), to fish with purpose and intensity, to seek sporting opportunities in far-flung places, strikes many as decadent.

Perhaps fishing is decadent, but it didn’t always seem that way. I began fishing as a boy not because I thought it was morally redeeming, but because I loved it. If anything, it felt natural. We had a cabin on a lake in Wisconsin, and what could make more sense than to row a boat out into the bay and cast to bass as the sun went down over the trees? What I enjoyed then I still enjoy now: the solitude and mystery, the bursts of action, the near misses, the occasional triumphs and, when it’s over, rowing home in silence, the water smooth as glass.

As a man, standing in a stream on a weekday afternoon in late spring, casting to trout, is a more conscious decision. I still do it for the sheer joy of being outside, of concentrating, of the doubts and rewards of being connected to a fish, of landing and releasing it. Fishing offers an internal reward, and that personal satisfaction is enough. This is the same reason why a good lunch—a proper three-hour lunch, where wine is ordered by the bottle not the glass—is so rare and rewarding. This escape is not exactly illicit, but it certainly takes you outside the course of events of the day.

Fishing is waiting. When I’m on the water, I’m out of time and the world recedes. Even when nothing seems to be happening, something is happening. The seeming nothing is what gives shape to the eruption of activity, it offers a symmetry, though really an asymmetry, to the strike. Tom McGuane wrote that it’s the long stretches of silence that give fishing its purpose. When Countess Almaviva sings her aria at the end of The Marriage of Figaro, it’s one of the most beautiful passages in music. You can listen to it anytime, but if you watch the opera at the Met it’s four hours into the production. Getting to that point reveals the burden of her character’s loss and the delicate forgiveness of her husband. All that time is necessary to feel the full weight of what she’s singing. Similarly, catching a fish without waiting is a distorted experience. You can’t live on dessert alone.

And yet even waiting on the water I’m more engaged than I am anywhere else. An angler is sensitive to changes in the weather, to shade and sun, to any movement on the stream. There are clues everywhere lightly hidden: which insects are appearing that a trout might eat, the speed of the current, shadows faintly moving under the water. When this knowledge converges with enough skill and conspires with luck, I might catch a fish.

But more often I don’t catch a fish. That’s why fishing requires coming to terms with the fact that you can do everything exactly the way you want to and still fail. Are you comfortable with that? I hope so. Fishing measures success in an invisible way. Most fly fishing is catch and release, by rule or by principle. At the end of the day, there’s nothing to show for it. Catching a fish first exists in the moment and then in the memory, like childhood, with photos that don’t do the experience justice.

When people ask me about the attraction to fishing, which they often do because they genuinely want to know or are mildly exasperated that I do it, I tell them that it’s an outdoor sport. This is obvious of course, but it’s the basic truth. You’re in the natural world, usually in a beautiful place. I read once that if you stand all day on a typical east-west street in Manhattan, like the one I live on, you’ll receive eight minutes of direct sunlight. I don’t know if that’s true, but it certainly feels true. When I go fishing, I know I’ll be outside for the next eight hours with as much direct sunlight as I want.

There are the angling specifics, the rituals and peripheral pleasures that are also part of the sport. Early breakfast at a saloon before driving into Yellowstone National Park, hash browns well done. Buying ice at the gas station, picking up lunch. Talking to the slightly dismissive men at the local fly shop and trying to sort out their cryptic advice about what’s been working. They possess the superior air of harboring secret knowledge that record store clerks used to have. The curious glances at the trucks driven by guides hauling drift boats—and guides always drive trucks, usually with a crack snaking across the windshield.

There are codes which exist in any intense pursuit. There are outright snobs, reverse snobs, and people so isolated they can’t be considered either. There are those who embrace the new, wear highly technical clothes and endorse the latest technology. There are anglers who are so passionately behind the times they wear waxed canvas, which is heavy, hot, and doesn’t even keep the water out when it really needs to; they do this as a point of tradition and pride. There are the bamboo anglers who track down and then spend a small fortune for a rod made by one specific builder who’s usually dead. The bamboo rod becomes like a suit of clothes that’s so nice you can’t wear it—the rod is too valuable to actually fish with. Yes, members of these irrational subgenres are part of the angling world as well. Sometimes, in polite society, we recognize one another.

That’s why anglers are like spies. We keep our motives to ourselves, the details and schemes can’t be shared with anybody who’s not a fellow traveler in this world of secret obsession. Some of this is social convenience, to keep from boring civilians who are disinterested, incredulous, or downright opposed. In my family of angling agnostics, there’s a highly enforced one-minute rule on fishing stories. Anything longer leads to relatives with unfocused eyes settling in the middle distance. I admit my fishing desire can be so intense I don’t like to describe it to the unafflicted. I don’t want other people to know, and perhaps I don’t want to admit to myself, just how much I think about fishing. There’s something slightly suspicious about this devotion, like a weakness for absinthe, an eccentric habit that should be tempered before it turns into a depraved addiction. Too much fishing—and too much absinthe for that matter—can leave you with an overgrown beard, far from home, raving about the fate of the world. It’s like I’m part of a disreputable cult known to have suspect views about the creation of the universe. But now I’m a true believer.



There’s a spring creek not far from Livingston. It’s late summer. I pull off the paved road and drive slowly through fields, waiting for the cows to move out of the way. I park and open a beer. This is in Montana, and you can’t buy beer in a grocery store on Sundays before 9 a.m., which is a lesson you only need to learn once, and now I buy it the night before.

This time of preparation—assembling the rod, pulling on waders, lacing up boots, tying on flies—is one of my favorite parts of fishing. Angling is more than being on the water—it’s the entire day, the anticipation, the fishing of course, the stories afterward, the remembering and then the misremembering. The same way that going to lunch at Le Grand Véfour means walking through the Palais Royal and wondering what you’re going to order. I take my time; the angling day is still full of possibility, and I can’t help envisioning potential triumphs while ignoring the more likely small, morale-fraying setbacks that are intrinsic to the sport.

One thing that always surprises me whenever I arrive at streams is how harmless they feel, innocent of my intentions. Tall grasses and low willow trees blow sleepily along the bank. It’s just another day, with only slight variations of countless other days here. What’s different is that on this day I’m here, I want to intersect with everything that’s unfolding on its own. The seeming sense of peace on the water gives way, under observation, to furious activity that’s nearly invisible to those not attuned to it.

Looking closely reveals signs of life, trout coming up and feeding near the surface. Tactically, that means fishing a dry fly—one that floats—which remains the platonic ideal of the sport. If all goes well, you see the fish break the water and take your fly, an eternal thrill. This makes me excited and a little nervous, now I have to make decisions. The fish are doing their part, I have to do mine. I choose a Royal Trude, rust and white, and then tie on something to a line behind it, a smaller dry fly, a little blue-winged olive, the size of a used pencil eraser, to float a few feet after it. Presumably this gives me more chances, or at least allows me the illusion that I’m being scientific.

My first cast is a bad cast. It’s too short and not even straight. This is a tradition of mine. I don’t start well. Have you met somebody you find attractive and made a witty remark to them right out of the gate? Well then congratulations, perhaps you of iron nerves and sharp presence of mind can come catch this trout. I, however, need to warm up.

The drift is the goal. The drift is everything. When the fly floats seamlessly in the current over a feeding fish, the anticipation is real. I’m waiting, praying, it will come up and take the fly. These moments when the fly passes above the head of a trout are wonderful and excruciating. This is the same rush of excitement gamblers feel when they scratch off a lottery ticket. They don’t really think they’re going to win—they know better—it’s the chance of winning they’re addicted to. That’s the same when you fish. The possibility keeps you making one more cast.

During the drift, one second, two, three, an interminable four seconds, anything is possible. Then suddenly it’s not at all possible. The fly was rejected, ignored. Was it the drift, was it the fly? The fish are still out there, they’re still feeding. But not on my Royal Trude, not on my blue-winged olive. The water is clear—they definitely saw it. They just didn’t like it. I take stock, get technical and tie on an emerger pattern. This imitates an insect evolving from a larva to an adult; it sits in the film of water and is harder to see. I take my time, which is difficult when the fish are feeding right in front of me.

I make the cast where I want to, a small triumph, and the fly floats over the trout’s head. Or at least where it was a few seconds ago. Then: a minor hiccup in the surface, like a small pebble fell into the water. The trout. No matter how many times this happens the action still feels abrupt. The fish took the fly, but until I raise my rod it’s impossible to know if the trout’s hooked. When the line tightens and I feel the pressure, that steady weight, a sideways movement of its head, only then do I know for sure. That’s the vital moment. The fish is on.

This state of affairs seems to extend endlessly—though it’s only about a second—then the trout heads away from me—and quickly. I want to see that fish, I want to know what I’m dealing with. So many things can go wrong if it jumps from the water, it might throw out the hook. But it can also break the fine line if I pull it too insistently. If it swims too far downstream it might keep going and break off that way. I know all this because I’ve lost fish almost every way imaginable, especially on this stream, and they all hurt differently. All happy fish stories are alike. Each unhappy one is unhappy in its own way.

With steady pressure on the line I finally bring the fish near the bank. I raise the rod even farther and slide the fish over my net. This is also delicate, because a trout usually makes one last dash, and when it’s this close, it’s a very unpleasant time to come up short. But this time it works. It all works. The fish is lovely, a long, healthy cutthroat trout, gold and deep pink, its eye black and unblinking in the shallow water. I don’t need a photo. I revive it, and once it feels like itself it swims back down to the bottom of the pool.

The drama’s over in two minutes, maybe three. When everything succeeds, it seems inevitable, even easy in a way. How else was it supposed to happen? Well, there are so many ways to be heartbroken on the water that sometimes the joy comes from merely avoiding mistakes or bad luck. Catching a fish brings the simple satisfaction and absolute fact of everything unfolding as planned. The presentation of a fly, managing the drift, the physical action of fighting a fish and successfully landing it. This never feels like I’m taming nature, more like being in alignment, and understanding it better, at least for a short time. Fishing is a search for the fleeting connection to something alive that can never be fully known. Once the fish is gone, it’s just me on the bank. There are mountains in the distance. Nobody knows where I am. Sometimes you get lucky.



This book is about the pursuit of fishing. That pursuit means learning specific angling skills—casting, managing line, selecting flies, fighting fish. It also means refining more universal virtues: patience, careful observation, self-containment. Angling doesn’t exist in a vacuum, it unfolds in spectacular locations all over the world. This book visits places with their own traditions beyond angling, from grilled asada dinners next to the great rivers of Patagonia, to landing a float plane in remote ponds in northern Maine. There are the dramatic landscapes, from the mountain streams of Montana to the isolated flats of the Bahamas.

Fishing requires skill and experience, but it also requires an act of faith. By definition we control only part of the equation. The fish has to complete the loop. That means living with the knowledge that success, as it’s traditionally defined, requires something out of your control. That’s why an angler must, at some level, be an optimist. There’s no other way to cast and cast with long odds and no possibility of reward. Of course, casting in a beautiful setting can be its own reward, but sometimes there needs to be a trout at the end of the line. And while every angler has his faith tested, the true ones return to the water because they believe. That belief is one of the themes of this book.

The Optimist traces my angling education and recounts my progression from apprentice to obsessive. There’s something rational about angling—a precise progression of logical tactics. But there’s also something slightly unhinged about it. My desire can’t really be contained, it flows like water into every corner of my life, and now I can’t stop thinking about trout. Angling threatens to take me away from the responsibilities of life. Are you going fishing? a loved one asks, her slightly judgmental tone seems to linger in the air. Yes, I told you the other day, I answer sheepishly. I mentioned it briefly when you were distracted (I fail to add). And that’s a strange part of its appeal. It’s easy to get addicted to living among anglers in a world that’s parallel to the more responsible one most people inhabit.

I’m not alone. The world is full of angling eccentrics, from Bahamian lodge owners to Low Country guides, Colorado boat builders to Catskills fly tiers. Within the world of fly fishing there are obsessives at another level beyond me who have devoted their lives to the pursuit even if that means, especially if that means, leading unorthodox lives. Not just hobbyists who build rods or tie flies, but men and women who guide half the year in Wyoming and then go to Chile to guide another five months (keeping a month for their own fishing in between).

The Optimist makes the case for ideals beyond angling, for a set of skills that are practiced, improved upon, and measured over time. Taken together they lead to a stronger connection to the natural world and to the enduring belief that something good might happen on that next cast and if not then certainly the one after that. Anglers might be ornery and they might still tell stories about a fish they lost decades ago—You should have seen it, they whisper as the fire dies out, I swear to you, swear to you, it was thirty inches—but, in the end, every committed angler is an optimist. There’s no other way. If there’s one thing I love about talking to anglers it’s this gleam in their eye, they can’t hide the childlike fact that they still believe.

This is a book about the specifics of angling and what it takes to do it well. But it’s also about the world that opens up as you master those skills. Fishing has taken me worldwide. I’ve met devotees in a small Belize airport, in a makeshift bar known to anglers who pose for photos with the ancient bartender. I’ve met them in a diner on a desolate Canadian highway on the way to go salmon fishing. Stories are exchanged with knowing glances. This book is about the passion and irrationality that leads to those connections.

A good angler has an attitude that reflects a worldview, even a sense of style that communicates a personality. A lucky hat, a few dubious theories, some secret knowledge, an invented fly, a hidden flask, a sense of the improbable. They’ve learned things over time: the best cigar store in Buenos Aires, which rum to buy in Nassau, a trusted bush pilot in Alaska. These are the hallmarks of the obsessed. It’s a club that’s open to anybody dedicated to one of the world’s enduring sports.

Are you a believer? Good. Welcome to the game.






WISCONSIN SMALLMOUTH BASS


Timing
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Since fly fishing is learned, it requires a teacher. That’s why all anglers have mentors, whether an obsessed neighbor, an uncle held in disrepute, or a father intent on handing down his passion, whether the next generation is willing or not. The men who taught me to fish were friends of my grandfather’s, legendary figures on the lake in Wisconsin where we all had cabins. Their angling inheritance had reached the end of their own family lines, and there I was. At twenty, I was older than a teenager who could be a true disciple, properly schooled. In theory, I should have been better sooner, but neither Dave nor Carter was picky. They’d arrived at the point when they needed somebody, anybody, to go out on day trips to rivers with them. I’d like to think my personality was part of the appeal. It wasn’t.

Carter and Dave were each looking for an accomplice who could drive a car, paddle a canoe, and, crucially, not talk too much. Fishing from a boat involves a great deal of sitting in silence. With older men, I’ve learned, when in doubt speak less. I kept quiet and tried to learn. All anglers have their own styles and idiosyncrasies, and I was lucky to receive my angling education from two men with very different attitudes. One man represented reason, the other emotion.

The first was Carter, a tactician and a rationalist. For him, fishing was a science that required firsthand knowledge and a series of viable, never desperate, alternatives. Catching a fish involved clear parameters and internal logic that meant changing flies regularly depending upon success, or lack of it. We might not solve these fish, he advocated, but we would understand them better.

In my memory Carter was tall and well built, though that may have been because all adults seem large to younger people. Like many anglers, he was rarely seen without a hat. Thick glasses made his eyes look large, and you felt under scrutiny when you tried to do something that he could have done at a much more advanced level. All of that made him intimidating to me, though I later realized just how patient he was with my learning curve.

Carter brought clarity to a mysterious process. The only other option was chaos, which was close at hand but unacceptable. We would observe our surroundings, recognize what we knew to be true and should be true, and, in the end, we should triumph. If we did not carry the day, then it was because the universe had conspired to undermine us. We had done all we could and, as a result, could bear no blame.

My other mentor was Dave. He did none of this. Dave was a willful man so far beyond stubborn that the word lost its meaning. He tried to overtake cars in the passing lane when he had no earthly reason to think he could. The car in front of us may indeed have been going too slow, but we could not necessarily go faster, because we were in a Ford Astro van Dave had retrofitted by removing the way back seat, creating enough space for an electric motorbike or a dead deer. These passing expeditions often took place while we were pulling a boat on a trailer, mind you, out of principle and impatience, and lasted a knuckle-whitening ten seconds, while oncoming traffic on Wisconsin country roads grew increasingly larger. We passed successfully through Dave’s will alone.

Dave reminded me of a bear. He had high shoulders perfectly built for carrying a canoe over his head, and he walked with a slight limp (he was always getting into scrapes and laughing about them later). This intensity of purpose carried into Dave’s fishing. He decided how he wanted to fish a situation and would not change, hour after hour, day after day. Eventually, all these days turned into years. Why would you alter what’s already irrefutable, even when results imply otherwise? Dave had retired from trout fishing in Montana (which he said had gotten too crowded) and then trout fishing in Northern Wisconsin (the water had gotten too warm and damaged the fishing). He fished in Florida in the winter. But this was summer, and we pursued smallmouth bass out of a canoe in small rivers, with poppers cast to the bank. All. Day. Long. The clarity of intent and sheer willfulness in Dave’s approach was admirable and, at times, maddening.

Dave and Carter knew each other well, and fished together for decades, but that was in the past by the time either one invited me to fish with him. Carter suffered from various ailments, some of which Dave thought were in his imagination, and he struggled fishing out of a canoe (Dave’s preferred mode). There’s an old story on our lake that once they ran into each other in the dark on a river famous for a late-night mayfly hatch. People would drive for hours to fish this water as it approached midnight. The black sky was full of a blizzard of insects, like a nocturnal snowstorm. When the mayflies settled on the water, large trout would rise and take them aggressively. On a moonless night you couldn’t see the fish, only hear them.

It’s hard to believe Dave and Carter could make each other out in the dark but they did. It was a place so secret they had kept it from one another. I gather it was rather awkward. But they recognized something in each other, a shared deep local knowledge and then a propensity for secrecy, even among friends, which they respected as part of the angler’s creed.

Each would make slightly provocative remarks about the other’s habits in his absence. “Carter is always fiddling around in his tackle box,” Dave would say, with the emphasis on “fiddling” which implied a needless, even feckless, lack of belief. This sort of fiddling, if left unchecked, upset classical trains of thought; it was the type of thinking that led to New Coke.

Carter was intrigued by “David’s fancy bass boat,” so carefully designed and built it could move in only six inches of water, which he considered decadent, when a basic jon boat would do just fine. Carter called him David—he was one of few to do so, and I interpreted that as a sign of their closeness. Carter said, “David doesn’t change and will never change.” I couldn’t tell if he meant Dave’s personality or his fishing tactics, not that Carter, or Dave for that matter, made a distinction between the two.

Dave and Carter both loved smallmouth bass, and their love converted me. A smallmouth bass is a strong game fish, not elegant and streamlined like the trout (which I preferred, I realize now, because of its not insignificant provenance). As Dave often said when trying to land a particularly strong-willed bass, “It thinks it’s bigger than it is.”

The smallmouth bass lives in warm water and is not snobby. Where we fished, they were brown with wide black stripes, a large one, fattened on crayfish, resembled a flattened football. The trout prefers cold water and cares about its reputation, like an English aristocrat. It’s usually brilliantly colored with vivid spots. The smallmouth is strong and will fight, and when you catch one it pulls and pulls. Finally, you reel it in, grab it by the mouth and unhook it and it will swim right away without resentment. Trout are more delicate, more discerning, more distinguished. Trout hold grudges.



The first time I went on a trip with Dave, more than twenty years ago now, was to a river an hour and a half north of the lake where we lived each summer. I was to arrive at his house at 8 a.m. Instructions were simple: Bring lunch and a rod. I would take our ancient motorboat over to his cabin, which was a more direct (and more poetic) way than driving around the dirt roads that added miles to the trip.

I was not my most efficient that morning and arrived at 8:10 a.m. Dave didn’t comment on my lateness and didn’t have to. He was sitting in his van with the engine running. His greeting was only “You can put your lunch in the cooler,” and that was it until we got on the highway about ten minutes later. It felt much longer than that. I was never late again, except when the temperamental motor on our boat died and I had to row the rest of the way across the lake. Dave was prepared and saw me approach through his binoculars, though not before calling our house and waking my father at an ungodly hour. Of course, Dave didn’t believe in ungodly hours if fishing was involved, but, like a lot of old-timers, he woke up at five anyway.

We rumbled down curved country roads with a canoe strapped to the roof of the van, past dairy farms with old barns and black-and-white cows who slowly turned their heads toward us before resuming their grassy meal. If we saw prosperous fields of green soybeans or healthy corn, Dave might say, “Now, that looks like a pretty squared away operation.” Carter and Dave both spoke in a way that reminded me, correctly or not, of the 1950s. So did my late grandfather, who always pronounced airplane as “aero-plane” as if he were still thrilled by this miraculous new invention. A law professor at the University of Chicago, Walter was less interested in farming than politics, architecture, and art, though he too loved this part of the country. Every year my grandparents would go on canoe trips with Dave, Carter, and their wives. Naturally, Dave planned the whole thing.

Dave turned north, and we left the flat country and drove up into the hills, which were not too high, but high enough to look down into the mellow fields below, which had the reassuring green geometry of Dutch landscape paintings. We moved onto quieter roads, and Dave asked me questions about where I lived in Manhattan, and was scandalized when I told him the cost of a monthly parking place (not that I had one in any case). After ninety minutes we pulled up to a bridge with water running under it. I was instructed never to reveal the name of this river to anybody, especially “any of my friends from the city,” whom he invoked in ominous tones. He was worried they might head to this remote area with their Range Rovers, hypoallergenic dogs, and YETI coolers full of orange wine. I didn’t mention the name then and won’t mention it now, in honor of Dave, and the enduring principle of never revealing another angler’s discovery.

A moment after we arrived, another car pulled nearby. This surprised me, but Dave just said, “That’s Lorne,” and walked over. I was intrigued. On the drive up Lorne had not been mentioned, but clearly he was part of some intricate plan. We had driven an hour and a half, stopped for gas, made up the ten minutes due to my tardiness, and then met Lorne, who lived nearby, within moments of our arrival. This operation had the efficiency of a bank heist.

Lorne would be our shuttle. Anybody who floats down a river needs their van or truck waiting for them down at the takeout. In a remote area there’s no clever way to do this, though that didn’t keep us from trying schemes that involved bicycling on the highway. Essentially, somebody drives down with you, waits while you park, then drives you back, in their car, to where you’ll put your boat in. Then you pay them. This service is about the purest form of capitalism there is.

In certain places out West, where a lot of people take float trips, it’s been raised to an art form. Well, if not an art form then at least a streamlined operation, a two-man job: A guide calls an outfitter and says, “My truck is up here, please drop it down there.” Generally, they hide the keys in the gas cap or under the mat in the driver’s seat. If you stop in a parking lot at a popular fishing spot in Montana and see a truck with an empty boat trailer behind it, you can probably find the keys rather easily. It’s not unknown to be fishing and halfway through the day the guide will look up and wave to the shuttle hauling his truck down the highway.

Certain men from the country spend their whole lives outside and seem reflexively drawn to the shade. They wear hats and tinted glasses, their stubble’s haphazard, it’s hard to get a good look at them. If they arrive at an event with their hair combed back, in their best shirt, you might not even recognize them. That was Lorne. He was old enough that you didn’t ask how old he was. He had one pair of jeans, held up with suspenders, which seemed to get larger every year. Later, at the beginning of each summer, I would ask Dave if Lorne was (dramatic pause) doing well. Dave knew I wanted to know if Lorne was still alive. He would laugh and say, “Yeah, Lorne made it through another winter.” He was as surprised as I was.

A woman sat in the passenger seat, Jeanine. It wasn’t clear what the arrangement was between them; she was much younger and quite pretty. In later years she would drive and Lorne was the passenger. We took off the canoe and our cooler, the dry bag, and Dave’s beloved tackle box. I assembled our rods and packed the boat and waited while they drove five or six miles downriver to the takeout to leave Dave’s van. Then they brought Dave back upriver and we gave them $20, which presumably was a fair amount of Lorne’s income.

You have to imagine that everything Dave says has an exclamation point after it. He spent most of his life outside and had no indoor voice. When he had a fish on, he would speak even louder and keep telling his story uninterrupted. And he was usually the one telling the story. He was still excited even after all these years and all these fish. On very rare occasions, when he considered that he had made a mistake that cost him a good fish, he would pause, let the situation sink in, then howl, “Shit!” It was like a thunderclap. He still cared.

Most of our fishing was on small rivers, out of a canoe. We would float between willow trees and banks of wild rice, still green in summer, an eagle circling suspiciously overhead as we got closer to its nest, Joe Pye weed, in pink bloom, grew on the marshy islands that divided the channels. If you were observing us from a distance, it would look like a very slow canoe trip. But of course it was not merely a canoe trip. We had further motives.



Now, as everyone knows, the cast is the basic unit of angling. It’s been written about, fretted over, and parsed with the intensity of a rediscovered Renaissance masterpiece. There are so many truisms to casting it’s easy to wonder which are actually true. For such an analyzed act the motion of a cast is very concise.

In your hand is a fly rod (so you’ve already made a good decision about your day). The reel holds a fly line, which floats and is usually a discreet shade of green and sometimes an upsetting bright orange. Attached to the end of the fly line is a thin, translucent leader, which gets narrower at its end and transforms into tippet material, which looks as fine as a strand in a spider’s web. This tippet is tied to the fly itself. The goal is for the fly to land delicately on the water with a minimum of disturbance. Casting a fly rod looks easy but, unfortunately, it is not.

When you’re fishing with conventional tackle (a spinning reel), the weight of the lure will carry the cast out a great distance. Fly anglers shun such ease, out of principle, a sense of sport, or a dash of snobbism, and usually all three. Instead, the movement of the fly rod back and forth increases the speed of the line until there’s enough momentum to release the line, which extends in a great unfurling motion and sets down your fly twenty, thirty, forty feet away, or even more. I’m not sure if this sounds easy or hard, but it’s hard. However, when somebody is good, nothing could look easier. Dave made it look effortless. So did Carter. And of course it’s this effortlessness that gets so many anglers into trouble. Casting is not something that can be improved merely by moving your arm faster, it can only be done with timing. And mastering this timing, alas, takes time.

Here’s my personal casting recipe (adjust to taste):


	- Point your rod straight ahead. Pull as much line extended in front of you into the water as you want to cast.

	- Raise your forearm quickly. Lift your hand to your ear, as if you were answering a phone.

	- Wait while the fly line extends behind you. This is the back cast, the less romantic but crucial sibling to the more theatrical forward cast.

	- When the line is extended all the way behind you, about, but not quite, a second later, quickly cast forward again, concisely as if you were flicking a dart, not a long motion as if you were throwing a football (which is what most people do, using strength of arm to make up for the line speed that comes with good timing).

	- In a perfect world, the cast unfurls in what’s called a loop. The fly delicately lands on the water and you feel like a goddamn genius.



This act was described memorably in A River Runs Through It by Norman Maclean (who knew my grandfather when they both taught at the University of Chicago). Now, Norman’s father, the minister, describes the cast as “an art that is performed on a four-count rhythm between ten and two o’clock.” This passage is so famous it pains me to be contrary—though contrary is what most anglers can’t help being since we are serial correctors, refiners, inverse theorists, and provocateurs. I have to note that in my experience the 10 to 2 motion of the rod is more like 9 to 1. In fact, just reviewing the opening pages of the book, the minister reveals that it’s really closer to 1 than to 2, which, since we’re now in closer agreement, is very reassuring.

To cast forward a long way you first must cast backward a long way (that would be the back cast). So on long casts Dave would have to let more line travel behind him, and the fly would travel, hook and all, at high speed directly over my head in the back of the canoe. His timing was so good that he could increase the distance of his casts and intuitively let the back cast wait one fraction of a second longer to extend completely. He would complete his forward cast, and somehow, miraculously, the popper would travel through the air right where he wanted it to go, every time.

Sometimes I would lose the vital sense of timing and my back casts would end up slapping the water behind us. I’ve caught weeds, trees, and people with my back casts. Sometimes on three consecutive casts, a trifecta of ignominy, leaving me swearing under my breath and sometimes not under it. Once the timing of the cast deserts you, then it takes a moment or two to get it back. This can happen because your arm is tired, because you’re tense trying to make a good cast to a promising stretch of water, or just because the angling gods are testing you. And they will test you.

On the river that day I fished first—and, as I was painfully aware, and Dave would soon see, I hadn’t done much fishing from a canoe before. The whole business of casting is complicated when you’re in a canoe. Casting seated is harder than casting standing up, but standing would tip the boat. A fly rod is not designed to be cast this way—my back cast would be flying over Dave’s head. Which meant the fly, with a hook the size of a thumb, would head directly at Dave and hopefully above him. I promptly caught Dave’s hat, on my second cast. “It’s not the first time I’ve been hooked,” he said, surprisingly unbothered. Then he added, in case I was about to get too comfortable with such amateur maneuvers, “But I don’t always like it.”

Our goal was to cast as closely as we could to the bank, let the fly rest for a second, give it a pop or two, and if we were lucky a bass would come from its hiding place—its lie—creating a wake of water, and devour the fly in a spectacular turn. Imagine a submerged beach ball bursting through the top of a river. These dramatic takes are part of the thrill of bass fishing on the surface, a disruption of a summer calm.

We fished with poppers. A trout fly is a delicate, airy combination of feathers and fur that is an intricate construction worthy of a trout, which has high self-esteem. A popper is nothing like that. It looks like half a wine cork painted green or yellow or black, with little squiggly plastic legs. There are photography books devoted to trout and salmon flies. There are no books with artfully lit poppers. They’re usually made of foam, some still use painted cork that chips after catching many fish, and some anglers continue to use half-destroyed poppers, with scars of past bass battles. Poppers float easily, and when pulled across the water they dart, making the popping sound they’re named for. To the fish they might resemble a frog, nobody really knows for sure. Anglers have their preferred color based on how clear the water is, how bright the day, or some personal experience or superstition. I liked black, though I briefly had a yellow phase. Dave stuck with green.

In those days while I was still learning, Dave would give me suggestions about where to cast. These were delivered with a surprisingly diplomatic touch: “You might want to try on the other bank, where the current picks up.” He was looking farther down the river than I was. Over the years I began to anticipate where to cast, and his suggestions became quite rare. The bass liked the current since the current brought food. They didn’t like stagnant water—pike and muskies liked that, but we only caught them by accident, and their sharp teeth would break our leaders and send the poppers off down river, Dave hurrying to gather them to save a two-dollar fly.

Once I learned what was at stake, I realized how much more I had to learn. That’s often the case in angling, as in anything worthwhile. The difference between an average cast and a good cast is about six inches. Beyond good is expert, and that’s the territory Dave inhabited. Dave devoted his life to sport and fished a hundred days a year for sixty years of his life. Sometimes more. He also hunted grouse, geese, ducks, turkeys. He was an outstanding angler and could cast his popper within an inch or two of the bank, which is exactly what you want to do. You couldn’t swim over there and place it down any better than that. He could do it into the wind in a moving canoe I was struggling to control as the current picked up. It’s an almost secret skill that matters only to those who’ve tried to do it enough to know how hard it is. And the skill, which is true of everything in casting, involves timing.



I rarely commented to Dave about his extraordinary casting. I preferred to marvel privately. When we began fishing together, I couldn’t get my casts right to the bank. I told myself I was close enough. In a lot of fishing, however, a few inches is exactly what does matter. After we’d been fishing for a few years, Dave told me I’d improved. This was out of character for him and exciting for me even though it was delivered at the expense of my earlier self, who now somewhat embarrassed me. Just how bad had I been?

Only when I’d fished with him for years did I have the confidence to say to Dave, “That was well done,” when he had made a particularly difficult cast under an overhanging tree. Normally we didn’t compliment each other, but we might use a code, usually after a good cast to a promising place with no results. When I had evolved into a better caster, he might say, “You can’t do any more than that.” This wasn’t meant to placate, just to acknowledge that we’d done what we set out to do. Though Dave might have the last word. After a particularly long drought, he would explode: “Ornery critters!”

Nearly every meaningful thing I’ve ever learned was only clear in retrospect. What I learned from Dave were countless incidental tactics. How to maneuver a popper delicately around a tree lying in the river. How to cast sidearm under branches, an unorthodox faster motion than an overhead cast. It required a good sense of timing because the fly line was traveling backward, close to the water, and you didn’t want it to fall in.
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a soon-to-be classic. Coggins is a
fresh voice in the fly fishing canon,
a wry genius, and the perfect guide
for angler and non-angler alike.”
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