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PRAISE FOR Why We Fish



“BOB RICH is one of the truly great fishermen I know. He is a skilled angler for all kinds of fish. But equally important, he has great respect for fisheries. Bob is a true sportsman and a wonderful, warm human being. I love reading his books and am proud to call him ‘friend.’ ”

—George Herbert Walker Bush

41st President of the United States

“READING BOB RICH on fishing is as much fun as being there. No one is better at translating our passion for the sport into words.”

—Captain Ted Lund

Editor of Fly Fishing in Salt Waters

“BOB RICH has four wonderful attributes: He’s a great angler, a great storyteller, a great writer, and last, but not least, a great gentleman whom we all admire.”

—Stu Apte

IGFA Hall of Fame Angler

“IF BOB ASKS, ‘Did I tell you about that big fish I caught?’ say what I say, ‘No, and I appreciate it.’ ”

—Bill Dance

Hall of Fame Bass Master

“BOB RICH is our modern-day Hemingway and the only fellow I know who claims to have released the world-record sailfish caught on fly.”

—Johnny Morris

Founder of Bass Pro Shops

“A MAN’S APPROACH to fishing says a lot about his approach to life…. Bob is a gentle and generous spirited man in both.”

—John Bailey

Author of John Bailey’s

Complete Guide to Fly Fishing

“WHO WE ARE and why we fish is defined by balancing an insatiable passion with the good, the bad, and the ugly. Bob Rich’s Why We Fish has captured it all.”

—Andy Mill

Five-time Gold Cup Tarpon

Tournament Champion
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“Tell me thy company, and I will tell thee what thou art.”

—MIGUEL DE CERVANTES



BOB RICH MAY VERY WELL be the Don Quixote of fishing, always on a quest for the most memorable experiences on the water. His first book, Fish Fights, followed his attempt to qualify for membership in the Metropolitan South Florida Fishing Hall of Fame. In Why We Fish, he expands his geography worldwide, and the result is a delightful and inspiring chronicle of his search to discover what drives all anglers in their hunt for fish.

A former president of the United States (George Herbert Walker Bush) and a Hall of Fame Olympic skier (Andy Mill) are just a few of the friends Bob enlists to help in his search. Interesting people and passionate anglers all, they share with a fishing buddy their first memories of fishing, reflections on the impact the sport has had on their lives, and why they love to fish.

Their stories, as told to an ardent and articulate brother of the angle, make Why We Fish a very special book and an enjoyable read. Through it all, you’ll feel part of the fishing fraternity that includes Bob, his friends, and the many anglers he meets on his journey around the fresh—and salt—waters of the world.







To Jenna, Nate, Nico, Amelia, Connor, Eric, Ali, Mae, Tenzin Wharzom, and Tenzin Dutjom

Just as it is the obligation of grandparents to spoil “the kids,” so, too, is it our responsibility to teach them to fish.
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THE MOST HUMBLE FISHERMAN has this in common with fishermen of all degrees. Even the thousandth trip to the same old familiar fished-out stream begins with renewed hope, with unfailing faith—quién sabe, as the Spaniards say. You cannot tell what you might catch. And even if you do not catch anything, the joy somehow is there. The child is father to the man. Saturdays and vacation times call everlastingly. The pond, the stream, the river, the lake, and the sea! Something evermore is about to happen. Every fishing trip is a composite of all other trips; and it holds irresistible promise for the future. The cup cannot be drained. There are always greater fish than you have caught, always the lure of greater task and achievement, always the inspiration to seek, to endure, to find, always the beauty of the lonely stream and open sea; always the glory and dream of nature.


—ZANE GREY

Introduction to Tales of the Angler’s Eldorado,

New Zealand










Introduction


Man never stands on more common ground than when he’s fishing

—FORREST L. WOOD
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I LIKE PEOPLE who fish. They are categorically the most positive, optimistic people in the world. It’s never a question for them of whether the glass is half empty or half full. Most anglers see the glass as full and running over. Maybe that’s because they actually see it as half full and then lie about the other half.

I have been blessed with some great friendships made through fishing and have written this book about some of those friends. They come from all walks of life and fish with different kinds of tackle in different waters across the country. One of these friends, in fact, travels around the world in search of fish while another never budges from his spot on a hometown pier, preferring to let the fish come to him. One friend kills everything he catches while another is content to just observe fish in their natural environment. One friend loves Alaska, another stays in saltwater and is scared to death of bears, while yet another once stared down a tiger on his way to a river in India.

Being “rich and famous” was not part of the criteria for this selection, but some are one or both. “Interesting” was a prerequisite, and I believe all of these friends are—but I’ll let you be the judge of that. I set out not only to celebrate their differences but also to discover if there was a common interest that drew them, like all of us anglers, to the water and the pursuit of fish. What I found out was somewhat unexpected, but, I hope you’ll agree, very interesting.

I hate long introductions, so let’s get started. My methodology was simple: I asked each angler to tell me their favorite fishing story. Then I set out to profile them as individuals and anglers, being as objective as possible, notwithstanding the fact that they are all my friends. I hope that you, too, will enjoy spending time with them in these pages.

One of the first things I learned about all of the anglers I chose to profile is that regardless of their means, they are all humanitarians who have made significant commitments of their time or money to one or more charities. In appreciation of their patience with me during the research and writing process, I am donating the proceeds of this book to their favorite charities in their names. You can find these charities, listed along with their websites, in the epilogue.






1 John Bailey: English Adventurer



The wildness and adventure that are in fishing still recommend it to me.

—HENRY DAVID THOREAU, Walden (1854)
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I GREW UP in the north of England where the fishing is, as charitably as I can say it, difficult. In fact, when I was a child starting out, I fished for two and a half years and never even caught a fish, but I kept at it.

Then one day, my grandmother took me to a beautiful lake to fish. Hope was running high. We baited the hook, attached a bobber to the line, and cast out as far as we could. About half an hour later, the bobber started going up and down. I’d never fished with a bobber before. I had no idea of what to do and my grandmother didn’t either, but I set the hook and reeled in the line. It was a big green frog.

—JOHN BAILEY



Can you believe it? After a lifetime of loving waters, compelled, as he says, “almost since crawling to learn how water works, how it curls and creates its own world”; after a lifetime of passion for seeing and understanding fish, “more and more fish, always seeking to complete a cosmic vision” and with more than thirty fishing books to his credit—not to mention hosting several television and radio shows on the subject, plus leading several expeditions to some of the most remote fisheries on the planet; and even after pondering the question for three days, internationally renowned author and photographer John Bailey’s favorite fishing story is about catching a frog with his grandmother. I believe that for John, like many of the others I chose to profile here, the love of fishing is deeply rooted in his earliest family memories. To him—and everyone else like him—the largest fish ever caught may not be as important as the first catch made with a loved one. I found John to be one of the most interesting and unusual people I’ve ever fished with. As prolific a writer and articulate a storyteller as he is, John seems to be painfully shy, proficient at deflecting questions about himself and turning them into discussions about rivers and fishing—two-way conversations where he can learn as well as teach.

My wife, Mindy, and I got to know John and his wife, Joy, on a fishing trip they set up and shared with us in 2002 on the beautiful historic River Test in England—the mecca or birthplace of fly fishing. While we hadn’t previously met, I had become a fan of John’s many books. Never had I read anyone who articulated the sport of fishing as he did in books such as Trout at Ten Thousand Feet, in which he penned this sentence: “I yearned to become part of that world, to be with those fish, those great olive-backed trench as they sauntered down the avenues amidst the week across floors of polished sand, into their darkened rooms beneath the drapes of lilies.”

Meeting John Bailey was a long-anticipated thrill for me. When we shook hands in the lobby of Lainston House, a beautiful seven-hundred-year-old inn (or, as they call it, a “country residence”) located between Stockbridge and Winchester in southwest England, I was surprised. I’d expected him to be much older, based on his prodigious number of works—everything from how-to/where-to books on fishing, virtual encyclopedias on tackle, fishing travel adventures, and even a love story. All in all, John has written more than thirty books on all aspects of fishing and people who fish, as well as numerous magazine articles, supplemented by an entertaining variety of radio and television shows designed for anglers who may be literarily challenged.

I was attracted to John’s books not because of his technical skills or even his extensive travel to find big fish but rather by the humanity of his stories. Ironically, I read his latest book at the time, Trout at Ten Thousand Feet, first. In the first chapter, called “John the Fish,” he tells a story about how as a young boy, he was so intrigued by water that his mother used to tease him about watching it in a sink. One day John was out walking with his parents when they came upon a woman who was stricken with panic and fear because her daughter had fallen into the river. John’s father dove into a deep pool where the girl had gone under. Knowing “how water works,” young John “slipped unnoticed through the reed beds and there, at the first bend, a golden-haired girl lay in the margins, dress rippling, face as though in sleep.” He shouted to the adults while pulling the girl to shore.

The little girl lived, and John, eschewing the title of hero, says merely, “What was important to me though was that never again did my mother laugh when she saw me on the stool by that sink. No longer was I an ‘odd little fish.’ Henceforth, I was her ‘little fish’ only, as though my strangeness was now accepted.”

To my surprise, in spite of his long list of accomplishments, John was a youngish man in his forties, thin and fit, who could double for Roger Daltrey of the legendary British rock group The Who. He and his wife, Joy, taught high school ten years ago in northern England. Today, she expertly handles the logistics for the far-flung trips John leads for their company, Angling Travel, which specializes in offering the ultimate in fishing adventures. On this particular day, however, we were just four weekend anglers—two of whom had journeyed from the United States and two from northern England—here to enjoy one of Great Britain’s most beautiful countryside inns radiating in absolutely picture-perfect fall weather under cloudless skies.


[image: John Bailey sitting on a chair, wearing a robe and holding multiple trophies.]
John, “the little fish,” shows off some early fishing awards. PHOTO CREDIT: Joy@Angling-Travel.com




[image: John’s wife, Joy, holding a large fish outdoors.]
John’s wife, Joy, shows off a nice mahseer, which she caught in India. PHOTO CREDIT: Joy@Angling-Travel.com



Nestled into a corner table adorned with fresh-cut flowers and candles, we shared stories of fishing in both saltwater and freshwater. Like me, John feels most at home with a fly rod, but he loves to hunt all types of species with any kind of tackle—what the British call “course fishing.” Like many other good anglers I’ve met, John likes to match up fish and tackle, not trying to underweight all his gear in pursuit of records. “A fair fight for the angler and the fish,” I believe is how he describes it. Over dinner John told us about how he and Joy had met while teaching school in Norfolk. After they were married, they left teaching for a happier life spent out of doors.

John says, “The trips that I lead are very special to me and my client friends as well. For me it’s not just about fishing. It’s about being there and experiencing adventures of life. It’s a thrill for me to see others catch fish. My greatest happiness in life is making people happy. I think my overwhelming desire to please others goes back to the illnesses and early deaths of my parents when I wanted so desperately to make them feel better. As long as I can remember, I’ve combined my fascination with water with wanting to help others enjoy themselves. That may sound strange to you, but it’s the way I feel.”

Over coffee, John explained the drill that would define our fishing lives for the next three days. The River Test where we would be fishing runs for thirty miles through the adjoining countryside, past many old estates that had been in families for centuries.

Being conservation-minded and anxious to ensure the long-term sustainability of the river, local landowners instituted a simple yet ingenious way to guard against overfishing. They started by identifying stretches of river (called beats) and then determined how many anglers (rods) they would allow to fish there. For example, an estate with five miles of riverbank might divide the river into five one-mile beats, each one available to two rods, thus allowing a total of ten anglers to fish their property on any given day. This system is overseen by a riverkeeper whose main duties include the care and upkeep of the riverbank as well as enforcement of the estate’s fishing rules. Some of the estates keep their fishing rights for the owners, while others sell them outright; others rent them through ghillies, local anglers who serve as guides. This is the way we acquired access to these storied waters, and where John told us we would meet the next morning.

“No need to get up early,” John said. “This fishing is very civilized. These fish bite just as well at midmorning. I suggest we have breakfast at eight-thirty a.m., meet our ghillies at nine-thirty, and be fishing by ten.”

Very civilized indeed. After a day of traveling, who were we to argue? John said we would stop by midafternoon for lunch, and then fish as late as we liked, until after dark even, if the fish were biting. After saying our good nights at the table, I went to bed, fell asleep, and dreamt of other fishing trips with spartan accommodations and wake-up calls before the sun even thought about rising.

At breakfast the next morning, John filled us in on all the local rules. As in the US, fishing licenses were required. Wading was prohibited—all fishing was done from the riverbank—and it was fly fishing only. At some of the estates (where they were opposed to catch and release), you were allowed to catch four fish, all of which were killed, at which point your fishing day was over. All catches were to be reported in a log usually kept at a riverside fishing hut.

I couldn’t believe this news! Here we were at arguably the oldest, most revered and maintained fishery in the world, and we were expected—no, required—to kill fish! After all that enlightened, modern-day anglers had been doing to save the resource, this seemed almost blasphemous. I asked John about it.

“It’s all part of river management,” John said. “These waters are stocked throughout the summer, supplementing the ‘wild’ fish that live here. Then specific records are kept to assist in the stocking plan for the next season. It’s also a benefit to the anglers in that no one is catching a fish that has been caught before.” In other words, every fish you engage has probably never been bested and may never have been hooked or fought before.

As keen as I am on catch and release, these rules seemed to make sense as a means of ensuring stream management, and they also explained why the maître d’ told me that many anglers brought their day’s catch to the restaurant.

“And what kinds of fish will we be catching?” I asked John.

“Rainbow and brown trout,” he said, “and grayling as well. A lot of people don’t like grayling, but I think they’re great fighters—a worthwhile adversary.”

After breakfast we met Stan Conway and John McCormick, our two ghillies, in the sun-drenched courtyard of the Lainston. Stan held and sublet the fishing beats. He and his friend John were ready to go. Both in their fifties, they were passionate anglers equally interested in introducing us to “their river” and in finding out what was happening with fishing in the States. I liked them both right away. The fact that they were wearing brown felt hats just like the one I’d bought for the expedition (at Farlows, the famous London outfitters) made me feel right at home.

En route to our first estate in John’s Jeep Cherokee—with the steering wheel on the right, of course—Stan told us they had recently fished with dry flies and nymphs, but he expected we’d have better luck with the latter, as this was the last weekend of trout season. He anticipated that the fish would be down deep and rather sluggish. He explained that their season extends from May until the last week in September. The fish spawn in March. “The best time for fishing dry flies is the first two weeks of the season when the mayflies are hatching,” he said. “It’s so easy to catch big trout then, we call it Duffers’ Fortnight.”

As we drove through the beautiful English countryside, I started to get excited for the adventure ahead and the chance to meet a new river. I thought of a passage from one of John’s books, In Wild Water, that I particularly loved:


It is easily possible to love rivers, just as easily in fact as human beings themselves. Both have beauty, character and both have good and bad moods. You can feel at ease in the company of rivers. They can soothe like a mother, interest like a teacher or even excite at times like a lover. Rivers roll on through history and make their own marvelous legends. They give off a charisma. They can, simply, be magical.



Arriving at the first estate was exciting. We checked in with the riverkeeper, a nice young man by the name of Howard Taylor, who had worked as a ranger and specialized in forestry. As anxious as we were to get to the stream, it was fun to chat with this young conservationist about fishing. Halfway through our conversation two birds flew by overhead and I asked Howard what kind they were.

“Those are magpies,” he said. Then he added, “One is for sorrow, two is for joy, three for a girl, four for a boy. Five is for silver, six is for gold, seven for a secret never to be told.”


[image: Howard Taylor with Stan Conway, wearing fishing vests and sunglasses, standing outdoors with arms around each other.]
Howard Taylor with Stan Conway. Howard is a young Renaissance man who has worked as a ranger, a riverkeeper, and a guide.



Wow, I thought to myself, this really is a “civilized outing,” with poetry and all!

Howard opened a few gates for us and we drove across some fields, walked about five hundred yards through a sheep pasture, and all of a sudden, there we were on the banks of the River Test. It was beautiful, just like the many pictures I’d seen—a blue ribbon of gently flowing clear water just wide enough at its widest place that a good cast could deliver a fly to the opposite bank. The river depth seemed to vary from about one foot to six feet, with some pools that might have even been ten feet deep. The bottom was covered with thick greenery that undulated gently in the steady current. Large patches of gravel provided the fish with great resting points where, with heads turned into the flow, they ambushed the insects that hatched there throughout the season. And the visibility was unlimited.

The grassy riverbanks were mowed, and much of the background bushes had been cut down to make back casting possible. On many of the opposite banks a variety of trees were starting to show the early colors of fall foliage while providing great cover and falling food for the resident fish.

Flocks of white swans live on the river, and their leisurely swimming as they forage for underwater vegetation seems to set the pace for life on the Test. The swans “all belong to the Queen” and are protected. They have tags attached to their legs for identification, and every year they are counted as part of an environmental control program. Can you imagine listing the job “Royal Swan Counter” on your resume? Might be the best job in the world!

Our group split up as we reached our respective beats. John Bailey and I started with an inspection of the flies Stan had told me to bring. My fly case was packed with some flies I knew and some that were unique to the Test. My dry flies included Emerging Parachute Duns, Adams Parachutes, Black Gnats, Parachute Pheasant Tails, olive and orange Klinkhammers, CDC Comparaduns, Humpy Yellows, Cinnamon Travis Parachute Ants, CDC Emerging Caddis, and olive CDC Adult Caddis, all tied on #14, #16, and #18 hooks. My nymphs included American PTs, English PTs, Tunghead PTs, Gold-Ribbed Hare’s Ears, Weighted Caddis, Bead Head Princes, Flashback Scuds, and Bead Body Scuds tied on hooks from #10 to #18. I had come equipped!

I had brought a five-weight Loomis rod when I fished with a 4/5 Abel reel. John and I chose an Adams Parachute, which I tied onto a nine-foot, four-pound test leader, while John told me a little more about the river.

“The Test is one of several chalk streams in this area,” he said. “The surrounding land is high in chalk that filters the water, which is why it is so gin-clear and gives us such good visibility.” The local farmers had banned the use of chemical-laden fertilizers on the surrounding land, thus adding to the clarity of the water and the health of the fish. With no chemical runoff, the trout and grayling had a great environment in which to survive and prosper. “Of course,” John added, “with this clean water and cloudless blue sky, these fish will be able to see us better, too, but that shouldn’t bother us.”

With one rod on our first assigned beat, I asked John to go first and show me how it was done. He protested at first, but finally agreed, and proceeded to crouch down and literally slither his way to the riverbank. Across the river, he spotted a nice brown trout on a gravel patch near the far bank. He stripped out about forty feet of line and from his knees, false casting once, laid the Adams Parachute three feet upstream of the unsuspecting trout. The current carried the fly with incredible ferocity. The brown trout jumped twice and was gone, leaving John the teacher smiling, and me the student wondering out loud if I was going to have to crawl around like John had just done for the next three days.

“Probably not,” John said with a laugh. “I just like to get really close so I can see them well and not spook them. It also helps me photograph them.”

I took my rod back from John, noticing that the river was literally teeming with trout and grayling of all sizes. It was clear that an angler could spend an entire day sight casting these marvelous fish. No blind casting would be required.

In the Florida Keys many of the target species literally hook themselves, rendering a hookset almost unnecessary. This was not the case with the fish in the chalk streams, where most of the bites could be characterized as little nips allowing the fish to taste the bug before eating it. In response to a bite, the trick is to keep firm control of the line and lift the rod as fast as possible with one hand, keeping your line tight in the other hand. It sounds really simple, but believe me, it’s not. I blew a lot of strikes in the morning until I got the hang of it and landed two grayling and a twenty-two-inch brown before we broke for lunch.


[image: A rainbow trout lying on a net and grass.]
A typical rainbow trout from the River Test.



We drove for fifteen minutes to a popular local pub named The Mayfly, after the trout’s favorite springtime food. Located on the riverbank of the Test, this wonderful pub dates back a few centuries and features both indoor and outdoor terraced seating overlooking the river. Nearby, feeding trout and a variety of swans and ducks look for a handout from the countryside diners.

Our party squeezed around a picnic table next to the stream so we could get a close-up view of the relatives of the fish that we had been trying to catch that morning. We feasted on bangers and mash, fish and chips, and steak and kidney pie.

From the many glances we got from neighboring tables, it was easy to see that John Bailey was readily recognized by several of the other diners. If he noticed, which I’m sure he did, he never let on. John, in his very quiet yet enthusiastic voice, asked everyone at our table how their fishing had been. We then settled into a discussion of local environmental management and stream welfare. John was an active participant in our conversation, and yet a courteous listener. He is so humble, it’s hard to believe that he is one of the most knowledgeable and accomplished anglers in the world. He is a soft-spoken gentleman whose passion for his sport is omnipresent.

Returning to the stream after lunch, and no doubt fortified by the beer, it all came together for me, and I started catching fish with ease. One of the things our ghillie John told me really made sense. He instructed me to collect slack quicker after each cast and to be ready to strike faster. “Get in contact with your fly and you’ll be better able to anticipate the bite,” he said. It worked. At the end of the day, I’d caught twelve nice fish, eight rainbows and four brown trout.

The fishing was great, matched by the incredible countryside scenery. Around every corner was a stone bridge or a picturesque farmhouse or a barn or some other timeworn landmark of this historically rich landscape. I fully expected Izaak Walton, William Shakespeare, or Geoffrey Chaucer—all of whom had frequented this river—to walk by and tip their cap, but the only others we saw on the banks were herds of cows or flocks of curious sheep that wandered by as if to see how the fishing was going.

Ghillie John McCormick won the livestock storytelling contest that day with a whopper, about fishing one beat a few years ago when his backcast lassoed the horns of a cow grazing behind him. He said that when he tugged on the line, the cow was so shocked that she fell down the bank, still attached, taking John with him into the river, fly rod and all.

“We were quite the sight,” he said, “floating down the river next to each other, still connected by my fly line.”

“Did you measure her before the release?” I asked him.

“Actually,” John said, “I think she released me.”

John’s story reminded me of a Rudyard Kipling tale of hooking a cow in the nose on his backcast in a piece titled “On Dry-Cow Fishing as a Fine Art.” After he inadvertently hooked the cow, Kipling said, “I reeled in very swiftly and cautiously, but she would not wait. She put her tail in the air and ran away. It was a purely voluntary motion on my part. I struck. Other anglers may contradict me, but I firmly believe that if a man had foul-hooked his best friend through the nose, and that friend ran, the man would strike by pure instinct. I struck, therefore, and the reel began to sing just as merrily as though I had caught my jack.”


[image: John McCormick holding a fish near a riverbank, wearing sunglasses, a hat, and a fishing vest.]
John McCormick shows off a nice rainbow.



One morning we were walking back to a riverbank fishing hut for a picnic lunch. As I was crossing a bridge, I met a crusty-looking angler who was heading the other way. Dressed in typical countryside fishing gear and sporting a scruffy salt-and-pepper beard, this British angler stopped to chat and ask how our fishing was going. I didn’t recognize him until I heard his voice. It was Eric Clapton—unplugged, up close and personal—perhaps the world’s greatest blues guitarist and singer/songwriter. I couldn’t believe it. Here he was, a friendly stranger talking about trout fishing, while chords of “Layla,” “Tears in Heaven,” and “Change the World” swam in my head. Actually, I shouldn’t really have been surprised. I remember reading in a magazine how E. C., as he’s known, credits fishing with saving his life when he was going through a battle with alcoholism. Now he fishes whenever he can when he’s on tour and, of course, when he’s at home in England. We chatted for a few minutes and I invited him to join us for lunch. He declined. Like all intense anglers, I’m sure he was anxious to get back to the river, and, I’m equally sure, not interested in breaking bread with a stranger from the colonies like myself. Nevertheless, he was gracious, and I’ll always remember our brief meeting when I hear any of his wonderful songs. Who knows? A few years from now as age dims my memory, I’ll no doubt recall him as being a longtime close fishing buddy—you know how fishermen embellish stories, especially over time. In the meantime, I thought a lot about how fishing appeals to a wide range of people, celebrities and unknowns, young and old, princes and paupers. Fishing had more meaning in people’s lives than prevailing against a fish. I felt more and more committed to discovering what it is that motivates people to take up the sport.


[image: Stan and his wife, Mindy, outdoors, holding a fishing rod and a book.]
Stan and my wife, Mindy, hold the estate logbook after recording the largest catch of the day (note the celebratory bottle of wine).



Time went by pleasantly on the rest of the trip as we got to know Joy and John Bailey, who took some wonderful photographs of the countryside during our trip. While John shares personal information sparingly, his fishing stories are without parallel. As we fished together on the Test, John shared with me several spellbinding tales from his books, which have set new standards in extreme angling. In Trout at Ten Thousand Feet, John recounts how he was confronted by a Russian mafioso, chased by a musk ox, and nearly killed in a small plane crash. Together with Joy, he stared down a tiger in the wilds of India. Then Joy took the spotlight herself when she nearly drowned in the rapids of an Indian river before being pulled to shore by members of her party.

When they’re not traveling, John and Joy live in a cottage in Norfolk, England. John maintains a full plate of literary and photographic projects, such as his current work for the Irish tourism board identifying, photographing, and writing up the best fishing spots in Ireland. His pens and cameras always accompany him on some of the most spectacular fishing trips you can imagine. With Joy taking care of logistics, John leads fishing expeditions literally to the four corners of the earth. Mongolia, India, Russia, the Arctic Circle, Tierra del Fuego, Greenland, and the northern reaches of Scotland, where he and Joy were married, have provided exciting settings for his guests over the years. His destinations are dream fishing locations for anglers around the world. Some of his adventures took place years ago in locations like Kashmir; deadly politics have probably omitted this place from any sane person’s itinerary, making John Bailey’s published memoirs one of the best sources of information about this exotic destination.

John has always been capable of shrugging off the danger of his trips and concentrating on the beauty and remoteness of the faraway venues—and, of course, the ever-present, if always elusive, fish. Giant mahseer (a tarpon-like fish) in India hold center stage. These fish are protected by royalty and deemed mystical by many who make their living fishing for them, and John speaks of them in reverent terms. Listen to his description of them in Trout at Ten Thousand Feet: “Mahseer, you must understand, are not like any other fish. Everything about them is so intense that they bring out the heaven and hell lurking in each day you live.”


[image: John and his Mongolian friend posing together outdoors, lifting their legs in a playful manner.]
John teaches a Mongolian friend the newest English dance step. PHOTO CREDIT: Joy@Angling-Travel.com



“Why would you put yourself through all of those travails to get to fish that will absolutely kick your butt?” I asked him one night over dinner.

“Because that’s what life’s all about,” he answered thoughtfully. “These fish live in beautiful houses, breathtaking bodies of water that many people have never or will never see. It’s a thrill to visit them, one that I’ll never forget.”

As usual, I think, John Bailey was much more expansive on this subject in his writings than in conversation, this time in an English literary magazine called The Field. In an article called “Mahseer Madness,” Bailey concludes, “[I]t is the ultimate test in the fishing world. I have never experienced any other situation where the battle between man and fish is so direct, personal, raw and brutal. Deep down we all want to know how good we really are, how we will react in the face of something that’s all but beyond us. I know that I’ll only really be able to call myself an angler when I’ve finally landed that monster mahseer… that is the test. Everything else in my fishing life has simply been preparation.”

John Bailey, a soft-spoken man, is a talented angler, totally involved in his chosen sport. Fishing and the water had early on become drivers in his life. Through his perseverance in guiding others to find happiness in fishing as well, he seems to have found the satisfaction that he started searching for in his youth.

I hope to wander out again with John Bailey, this I know for sure. But whether or not I’m ready for his “Mahseer Madness”—only time will tell.


I immersed myself in the watery world of fish and fishing:

drinking in mystery and magic, sensing that the objects of my desires were infinitely noble, constantly intriguing, eternally amazing and always beautiful.

—JOHN BAILEY, Tales from the Riverbank








2 Don Tyson: Chicken King, Marlin Tamer



Perhaps nothing compares in angling to seeing a thousand-pound fish leap fifteen feet in the air, shaking its head violently to dislodge the hook as its ten-foot body cartwheels in the air to crash against the water. Nothing in angling is as physically challenging as bringing such a fish to the gaff. And nothing in angling takes as much moral courage as releasing that extraordinary predator to live and fight again.

—HERBERT A. SCHAFFNER, Saltwater Game Fish in North America



[image: ]


I’D NEVER FISHED before I was watchin’ TV at my home in Springdale, Arkansas, in 1962 and there was a fishing show on catching 1,000-pound black marlin in Australia, and I thought, Boy, it’d be fun to go and do that. So I called down to Florida to a guy who was on that show named Jo Jo Del Greco and I got his captain’s name, Peter Bristow, and called over there and booked him for a trip next year.

I took my son with me and my brother and we went out, and my brother caught a 1,000-pounder, and we turned it loose. I didn’t catch anything close to that.

So I go back the next year and just took my son and he caught a 1,000-pounder, and once again I didn’t get one.

The third year, I didn’t take anybody but me and I got my 1,000-pounder. He weighed 1,123 pounds. The reason I know is ’cause he died on me. We towed it, turned it loose, and it floated. We tried everything we knew but nothing worked.

We had a “Request for Marlin Data” form on board from New South Wales University, so we dissected it and did all of the research we could. That’s the only black marlin I’ve weighed in forty years, and I’ve only fished for big marlin since.

—DON TYSON



The history of American business is punctuated with unforgettable stories of daring and successful visionaries who lived out the courage of their convictions, but few of them were as colorful and compelling as the story of Don Tyson, the man from northwest Arkansas who used to say with a twinkle in his eye, “I’m just a chicken farmer,” while he turned his small family business into one of the top-ten food companies in the country. I first met him in the mid-1960s and asked him a simple question about bringing chickens to market. He defined the entire process and its costs down to the penny. To this day, I’ve never met anyone who had a better knowledge of costs than Don Tyson.


[image: A Young Don with his family of four people standing together, including him and, two men, and a woman.]
Young Don with his family in Arkansas. PHOTO CREDIT: Tyson Foods



Pursuing his passion for catching large marlin with the same commitment and energy he used in building his business, he also became one of the best-known and most well-respected anglers in the world. His disarming “aw-shucks” demeanor barely disguised his devotion to conservation and the practice of catch-and-release fishing, which he helped popularize through his unparalleled generosity to the Billfish Association and the International Game Fish Association.

Like any successful entrepreneur, Don Tyson had more than his share of critics, but he also had a legion of friends and supporters whose lives were touched by his expertise and generosity. His inclusion in any book on interesting anglers is a must, and I feel honored to present his story here.

Don’s dad, John, moved his wife and young son to Springdale, Arkansas, in 1931, the year after Don was born. John made a living hauling hay, fruit, and chickens for local farmers. He’d buy live chickens, which they would butcher and dress, box in ice, and deliver to market in a battered old truck. Thus Tyson Foods was born, though it was first known as Tyson’s Poultry. John Tyson expanded his geographical distribution, went into the feed business, and started raising his own chickens. As the senior Tyson worked, young Don got an education in agriculture studies at the University of Arkansas before joining his father in the business in 1952.

In 1966, at the age of thirty-six, Don Tyson became president of the company. Then, a year later, tragedy struck. Don’s mom and dad, who had just completed building their dream home on Beaver Lake, twenty minutes from their office, were driving home one rainy, foggy night when their car was hit by a train at an unprotected railroad crossing. They were both killed instantly. To this day, John Tyson’s office at the company has been left intact, complete with family photographs and the very papers that were on his desk at the time of the accident. It was renamed the Founder’s Room by Don Tyson as a tribute to his father.

“What a loss,” I said to Don. “Did you ever get a chance to go fishing with your dad?”

“No,” Don said matter-of-factly. “I never did. He was just too busy working, although I think he was just beginning to relax and enjoy life a little.”

“So did you fish as a child?”

“Never,” he said. “Not until eleven years after joining the company. The first time I ever fished was that trip to Australia in 1963. My father always said that those first years of my career were the most important, and I took his advice seriously and never even took one day off for the first eleven years with the company.”


[image: Don with his father, John standing side by side outdoors, smiling, with one arm around each other.]
Don with his father, John, before his untimely death. PHOTO CREDIT: Tyson Foods



“So your third fishing trip to Australia, you caught a black marlin?”

“Yeah, not a bad start.”

“How about freshwater fishing, Don?” I asked. “Are you into it?”

“No, not really,” he said, “although I do try to go once a year to some interesting freshwater fishing places with friends. I’ve caught a twenty-pound peacock bass in Brazil and salmon in Alaska, even fished in Lake Victoria, but freshwater fishing is not my thing. Beaver Lake is supposed to be full of big bass. They even have a million-dollar tournament there. Somebody told me our company sponsored a boat in the tournament this year but I’ve never fished it,” he said almost wistfully.

After his mom and dad died, young Don Tyson threw himself into the business with a vengeance. His ambition reached way beyond “iced chicken,” and he set out to reengineer the company.

Dressed in his trademark khaki shirt and pants, Don led his company through a diversification that featured frozen application of his chicken products to everything from boneless chicken breasts to hot wings, and even McDonald’s Chicken McNuggets.

Don Tyson proved to be a brilliant strategist, and his company grew exponentially. Tyson Foods became the largest chicken company in the world, but the “Chicken King” wasn’t done yet; he invested in other new product platforms for growth such as seafood, pork, and, ultimately, beef. A business consultant friend of mine, Bill Hale, succinctly sums up Don’s success when he says, “Don Tyson was a risk-taker. He looked beyond the existing business. He saw the future and made it happen.”

As his business expanded over time, Don Tyson started getting away more often to hone his skills as an offshore fisherman. He remembered his first fishing trip to Bimini several years ago. “A friend of mine called and invited me and I went. I didn’t catch anything the first trip, but I found out there weren’t any telephones and chicken feathers out there.”

“So it was a good getaway?” I asked.

“Yeah, and as our business grew, I used fishing as relaxation and to get a break. The Bahamas is where I first started fishing regularly, and I kept a boat down there,” Don said. “You know, my dad was just starting to take some time off a little bit when he was killed in that train accident. After that happened, I looked at myself and said, When I get this thing organized when I’m forty, I’m going to take off a week a month, and when I’m forty-five, I’m going to take off two weeks a month, and when I’m sixty-five, I’m going to take off whenever I want to.”


[image: Four men standing in front of a sign that reads “Tyson’s Pride,” with packaged food products displayed on a table in front of them.]
Pride has always played a large part in the success of Tyson’s, as indicated on their packaging. PHOTO CREDIT: Tyson Foods



“Isn’t that what you’ve called progressive retirement?” I asked, remembering a newspaper article I’d seen on Don.

“Yeah,” he said, “and you know the darnedest thing—my business got better. The employees who were left here had to stand on their own two feet and not look around or ask me how to handle things.”

People who knew Don knew that he loved to make deals and had a high tolerance for risk. In 1992, or almost thirty years after that first fishing trip to Australia, he went on his “biggest fishing trip ever” when he bought two companies called Arctic Alaska and Louis Kemp Seafood, making his company a huge player in Alaska fishing.

“As a sportfisherman,” I said, “that must have been pretty exciting!”

“Yeah, it was,” he replied. “We had thirty-six boats up there, making ours the largest fishing fleet in Alaska.”

“You’ve always been a catch-and-release sportfisherman. How did you square that with becoming a commercial fisherman?” I asked.

“Well, you see, we’re all on quotas up there in Alaska. They open up that fishery and when they get so many pounds—whether it’s crab or salmon or whatever it is—they close the fishery. I wouldn’t have gotten into the commercial fishing business if we just went out and went fishing. And I sold that business, Arctic Alaska, a few years ago ’cause quite frankly, I had other things that were making more money.”

“So was it tough selling that business with you being such an avid and knowledgeable fisherman?” I asked.

Don Tyson, the consummate businessman, said succinctly, “It’s not hard when you’re sitting at your desk looking at numbers.”

Know this about the man: All stories aside, Don Tyson understood his businesses, and they had to perform. As he often said to me, “You know what the eleventh commandment is?” Then, answering himself, he’d say, “Thou shalt make a profit.”

While he eventually got out of the commercial fishing business, Don intensified his search for marlin—not just any marlin, but really big “blue marlin.” He often fished with family and friends, and found great excitement and joy in watching them catch many large fish, including several 1,000-pound or larger “Granders’ ” and even some that were world records.

Of the five types of marlin identified—white, striped, blue, black, and the uncommon hatchet—blue and black females grow to be the largest. Blue marlin can weigh up to 1,800 pounds and are the fish of dreams. While other species such as bluefin tuna may grow to be larger, the blue marlin is the most spectacular sport fish in the world, fighting on the surface and in the air with a razor-sharp bill and its pronounced dorsal fin flaying, propelled at great speed through the water by a giant sickle-shaped tail. A fight against a blue marlin can take hours, and just when you’ve gathered in most of your line, sensing victory, it can sound, running for deep water and taking back all of the line you fought to return to your reel.


[image: Don Tyson poses with a large marlin fish being hoisted onto a boat, alongside a Blue marlin fish in the water.]
Left: Don Tyson poses with one of his 1,000-pound black marlin Granders in Australia. Right: Blue marlin fight all the way to the boat and then some. PHOTO CREDIT: Tyson Foods



These are the fish of Zane Grey, Ernest Hemingway, and Don Tyson, and the greatest prize of all is “the grander,” that marlin that has prevailed in her environment and grown to 1,000 pounds or more. This is the ultimate experience, and only a handful of anglers have been fortunate enough to catch one. Don Tyson caught six solid granders and released them all—with the exception of that first black marlin they couldn’t revive in Australia.

“I only count them if they are over twelve hundred pounds, to be sure,” said Don. These catches have never been verified, but knowing his memory for numbers, how he attacks his sport, and his experience in the quest, I’m guessing that his memory was pretty darn accurate. (On one trip to Australia, Don caught and released eight big black marlin, two of which were over 1,000 pounds, the larger being well over 1,200!)

“I tell everybody that marlin fishing is like being on dope,” Don said. “You catch one that’s a hundred pounds; then you want to catch one that’s two hundred pounds; then you want to catch a bigger one and a bigger one and a bigger one. If I go fishing today, I’m looking for blue marlin. That’s all I’m looking for.”

“Why blue marlin?” I asked him, already anticipating his answer.

“I think they are the most exciting fish in the world. They’re just so pretty when they jump out of the water, and they’re so hard to find, and that’s part of it too. Last year I had a boat in Mexico about halfway up the Baja and I was fishing with my friend there. In two and a half days we got one hundred and forty-two striped marlin. And that was great fun, but it wasn’t like going out there and working hard and going places and maybe getting a blue marlin.

“I pull away from other species. I’ve caught some big tuna, maybe a thousand-pounder, but blue marlin are what I’m after.”

I asked Don a familiar question often put to longtime anglers in any fishery: “From the time you started, has fishing changed?”

“Sure,” he said. “There were more fish around then, but I do believe that in the last five years in the places I go, I’m seeing almost as many fish, and I’m not totally sure why. Hopefully conservation is working.”

“So, Don, where is your favorite place in the world to fish?” I asked him.

“That’s easy,” he said, smiling. “My favorite place to fish in the world is the last place I caught a fish. Now, if I even hear about big fish being somewhere, I’ll go there.”

As far as the places Don Tyson went to find big blue marlin, it would almost be easier to list the places he hadn’t been. Some of his favorite spots over time included the following venues, with his editorial comments included:
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