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Introduction



I think writing is a lot like fishing, especially when it’s about fishing, as most of mine is. Both take curiosity, patience, persistence, lots of time, some skill, a willingness to put things together in odd ways, an appreciation of the process itself (regardless of how it turns out), and faith that it’s all somehow worthwhile. What sane person would spend a whole day writing a paragraph that reads like it was dashed off in thirty seconds? The same kind who’d fish for one big trout all morning just so he can look at it and release it.
I like to think I was born to be a fisherman. There’s a family story that I caught my first bluegill at age five and wanted to have it mounted. I don’t remember that, but it sounds about right. By the time I was a teenager I fit the standard profile of a lifelong angler: I was lazy, shiftless, unambitious, and willing to work hard only at things that were widely considered useless. My folks thought I’d grow out of it.
As for writing, I don’t remember why I first thought I’d like it, but I have to suspect it’s because writers weren’t very well thought of and because they didn’t seem to work. At a certain age, playing hard, not really working, and living up to a bad reputation seemed like the way to go.
My first revelation was that writing did involve some work. Lots of it, actually. Some people have a warped view of writers in general, and outdoor writers in particular. Now and then someone will say to me, “Boy, what a life you have. All you do is fish.” Usually I nod and smile because that’s what I used to think myself and because it’s not entirely wrong, but there’s a mood I sometimes get into that makes me ask, “Who the hell do you think writes the stories?”
Then there are those who’ll tell you you’re blessed with talent, which is another way of saying you don’t work. If you explain that whatever talent you may have now is the result of decades of toil, they’ll say that kind of patience is a gift. There’s no talking to some people. If they want you to be blessed, then you’re blessed, god damn it! Don’t argue.
Then again, one of my more levelheaded friends once said, “Look, if someone thinks you don’t work, maybe it means your writing seems effortless, so you should take it as a compliment.” I wouldn’t mind having more levelheaded friends, but when eventually almost everyone you know is a fly fisher, guide, writer, editor, or publisher, you take what you can get.
I didn’t start out to be a fishing writer; I started out to be a “serious” writer, back when I was much younger and still liked the sanctimonious sound of that. I wrote my first stories for outdoor magazines out of curiosity; to see if maybe that wouldn’t be a better way for a struggling writer to support himself than driving a garbage truck—not that driving a garbage truck was all that bad.
That didn’t work out the way I had it pictured because writing for a living turned out to be a full-time job that left less time and energy for art than real work had. On the other hand, I found that writing was writing and that any subject—with the possible exception of golf—could open up on grand themes if that’s what you wanted it to do.
I remember two milestones now: the first story I sold, and the first story I sold that seemed to be about grayling fishing in Canada but that was really about death. At the time I thought I’d fooled the editor who bought it, but years later I ended up fishing for salmon in Scotland with him and he said, “Remember that story you did once about death and grayling? I liked that one.”
Some of these stories began in the “Outside” column I’ve been writing for the Longmont Daily Times-Call newspaper for the last seventeen years and also the one I did for the New York Times for a short period in the early ’90s. Being a weekly columnist is grueling, but it’s a good job for a writer. If nothing else, it’s steady work, and it also keeps you in shape, like hiking two or three miles a day unless there’s a good reason not to, which I also do. You know that whatever else happens in a week’s time, you’ll write one reasonably coherent, 800-word story, and in most cases you’ll go fishing at least one extra time so you’ll have something to write about.
It really is grueling at times—the writing, not the fishing—but by now I’m so used to it I’d probably miss it. I didn’t even realize how long I’d been doing it until a few years ago, when, during my rare appearances in the newsroom, some of the younger people there started calling me “sir” and a man in his thirties told me he’d grown up reading my column.
Anyway, some of those short columns hinted at something more, so they went on to become magazine stories, and then finally book chapters, usually getting longer and more genuine in the process. A book is the only place where I don’t run into constraints on length, language, or content, and in a few cases book chapters have served as revenge against editors who located the heart and soul of a story and removed it before it appeared in the magazine or who just chopped it for length and accidentally hit a vital spot.
I hadn’t read most of these essays since they were published, because by the time a book comes out I’m done with it. For one thing, I’ve moved on to other fishing trips and other stories. And I’ve already read the thing dozens of times, carefully, critically, changing this and that, then maybe changing it back to the way it was to begin with. Then I read the copyedited manuscript. Then I proofed the galleys. When the actual book arrives in the mail, I’m happy to see it—even get a little glow of satisfaction—but I don’t feel like reading it again.
Then I have to pick a nice short chapter to read aloud on the brief publicity tour my publisher now sends me on when I have a new book. (I read the same one over and over so I come to know it by heart and don’t stammer too much.) I’m fairly new to book tours and I guess they’re not my favorite part of being a writer. There’s something in my Midwestern Protestant upbringing that makes me shy about being the center of attention, and of course book tours are almost always scheduled when the fish are biting back home.
Still, I’ve come to terms. It’s fun traveling on an expense account—even if you don’t have much time to abuse it—and some neat things usually happen. I get to see some of the great independent bookstores—Tattered Cover, Elliott Bay, Powell’s, Boulder Bookstore—meet guides, fishermen, book people, and other writers; sometimes get an invitation to come back later and go fishing; or maybe even accidentally say something that could be construed as brilliant. And once I ran into an old girlfriend who somehow hadn’t aged a day in more than twenty years. She asked if I remembered her. How could I forget?
A few pieces of advice about book tours from more experienced writers helped a lot. Specifically: “Don’t start believing your own dust jacket copy” and “Don’t let the bastards put you in a necktie.”
I enjoyed reading these stories again because I’d all but forgotten about some of them. Sure, a few I remembered nearly word for word and a few more started to come back after I read the first paragraph, but some of the oldest ones were almost new; by now, no more than vaguely familiar. Not surprising, I guess. I figure that since I finished Trout Bum in 1985 I’ve written over eight hundred newspaper columns, somewhere in the neighborhood of three hundred magazine stories and nine books.
I’m almost sorry now that I stopped to figure that out (and also surprised I kept such good records), because adding up numbers is no better a way to look at a life spent writing than one spent fishing. The fact is, I either don’t work as hard as it seems, or I do, but I enjoy it so much it doesn’t really qualify as work. Years ago Charlie Waterman admitted that writing about fishing can be more fun than actually fishing. Up until then I thought that was my little secret.
I think I’m a better writer now than I once was, but I can’t put my finger on anything I do differently. I’ve always tried to figure out what a story is actually about—usually it’s something other than the fishing, but that wouldn’t have come up without the fishing—and I’ve tried for the sound of real, spoken language.
I think a good fishing story is like any good story: It either gets at something that wasn’t immediately apparent or it gets at something obvious in a way you never thought of before. Beyond that it’s honest, plainspoken, and avoids being a billboard for the author’s ego. Of course that last one is the trickiest, because your own motives are always the hardest to see and because without a pretty healthy ego you wouldn’t be writing in the first place.
Still, you come to understand that if you compose something that you think really shows off your skill as a writer, you should get rid of it because it’s self-indulgent and, worse yet, it won’t fool anyone. At its worst, this can become what Garrison Keillor recently called “stuff in which there’s nobody home,” and Jim Harrison could have been talking about fishing stories instead of poetry when he said that most of it was “elaborate harness that never smelled a real horse.”
There have been times when I dashed off columns on a portable typewriter set up on a picnic table or tailgate and filed them with datelines like “Last Chance, Idaho,” but I do most of my writing at my desk at home. It’s best for me to take a good, long time to write a story, and also to let a trip sink in for a while and then see which parts of it float to the top by themselves.
I do keep a fishing journal that I sometimes refer back to—usually to find something like the correct spelling of “Agulukpak River”—but besides making short daily entries in that, I really try not to write on the road. (If I did I’d have graduated to a lap-top by now, and although I think typewriters are charming, computers annoy me.) Whatever contraption they’re written on, the stories are almost always cleaner and more honest if I don’t try to orchestrate them as they’re happening, but just go fishing to see what happens and then think about it later. If a trip somehow doesn’t produce a story, that just means I have to go fishing again right away. It’s my job.
Jim Harrison (obviously one of my favorite writers) recently described the process of editing a collection of his own work as “brain peeling,” but for me rereading the six books I’ve drawn on in this volume was fun, like going back through old photos—even though a few were the inevitable snapshots of people who are now dead but back then were holding big trout and grinning. Since no one told me to choose the best stories based on some objective standard—let alone what that standard might be—I just picked the ones I liked the most, for reasons of my own.
Writers are compulsive tinkerers, and I did feel the urge to edit here and there or maybe revise in light of what I’ve learned since, but I resisted. If there’s ever a time when a story is irretrievably finished, it’s when it appears between the covers of a book. And anyway, I like them all the way they are, especially the parts that let you fill in things like the actual size of a fish for yourself, thereby almost surely making it bigger than it really was. A man I’ve fished with for years was once asked if all my stories were true. He said, “You bet they are—in a way.”
I also noticed that I kept drifting back to old familiar fishing spots in one way or another: the St. Vrain, Platte, and Frying Pan Rivers, some local bass and bluegill ponds and pocket water streams. Fishing writers dote on their home waters and compare everything else to them. (What’s the Moraine River in Alaska like? It’s like the North Platte in Wyoming except with tundra instead of prairie and brown bears instead of cows.) The home water is where we do our casual, day-to-day fishing, where our friends are most likely to say the offhandedly profound things we end up making our own, and where we sooner or later take on the coloration of our environment.
But there are plenty of new places, too, because writers and fishermen are restless, always sniffing out something unfamiliar to compare with what we think we already know. I remember some of those new places clearly, even if I only fished them once years ago and never quite got around to going back, but some others have pretty much faded. That is, I can picture them well enough, but I don’t recall their names and I don’t think I could find them again without help. I’m not sure how I feel about that. A little wistful, maybe, but also happy I’ve done so much fishing that I’ve managed to lose track of entire rivers.
Naturally, some of the old familiar places I wrote about fifteen and twenty years ago are even more familiar now, but then some waters you could once get on because no one much cared are now fenced and posted, and there have been changes in regulations, overcrowding, floods, fish kills, natural cycles, new fish stocked in some places, an end to stocking in others, and lately whirling disease. Proposed dam projects were defeated on two of my favorite streams, but the rivers seem more fragile now. There are days when I stop casting and think, This could have been under fifty feet of water—and it might be yet if we’re not careful.
But then some places are still the same as when I first saw them, either because they’re that resilient or they’ve somehow been overlooked. A few even seem better than they were, with more and bigger fish, but that’s probably just because I’m a better fisherman now. And of course they’re as beautiful as ever, like the ageless former girlfriend in Portland. Or was it Eugene?


Trout Bum

Camp Coffee
I use a common American brand of coffee that you can get in big, three-pound cans. It can be found on the shelves of stores, large and small, throughout the West. On road trips I carry a pound of it. In my backpack I carry some in a four-ounce tin that once contained tea grown in India and packaged in England. It’s enough for several days out and the tin fits neatly inside the coffeepot. The pot, in turn, goes in a heavy plastic bag to keep carbon smudges off my clothes and other gear. Tidy, efficient.
A few years ago I experimented with some exotic—and expensive—kinds of coffee for fish-camping but found them unacceptable for a number of reasons. For one thing, the cost was prohibitive. Not long ago I spent three-hundred dollars on a fly rod, but an extra seventy-five cents for a pound of coffee still rubs me the wrong way. Once established, priorities must be maintained.
There was also the extra care and attention that brewing up a pot of some strange blend required in the field. The coffeepot is the hook from which a good, comfortable, homey camp hangs, but it should be as thoughtless as a rusty nail, not a big production.
And then there were the aesthetics of the situation. My gear, with some notable exceptions at both ends of the scale, is largely of moderate quality—serviceable, but not extravagant—and my camps are cozy, but far from posh. Espresso seemed out of place.
For me, coffee has always had at least a hint of the woods and rivers about it because I started drinking the stuff on fishing trips at what many would consider a too-tender age. I had my first cup in the kitchen of my Aunt Dora and Uncle Leonard’s farmhouse before dawn on the morning of a bass fishing trip—or maybe it was a pheasant hunt. That’s not the part I remember so well. What I recall is the oilcloth on the table, the straight-backed wooden chairs, Agnes the pet raccoon scratching at the back door, the whole no-nonsense atmosphere of the familiar, working Midwestern farm kitchen, the darkness outside the windows, and the morning chill. The cold is what makes me think it might have been pheasant season.
Bass or pheasants, it doesn’t matter. I remember the coffee, in a chipped, heavy, well-used cup, as one of the early rites of manhood. There were others that have not served me as well.
That first cup (and many thereafter) was brewed by Aunt Dora. Though I paid no attention to the brand or the method used, I’ve judged all coffee since then by that standard, in the same way I’ve judged my own conduct in the field, and that of others, by the relaxed, competent, unhurried, droll example set by Uncle Leonard.
I especially remember the teen-age years when things like girls and fast cars were more on my mind than shotguns and fishing rods, but when fishing and hunting became what they remain for me today—a way out of, a way back from, a world that’s faster, more complicated, and more ruthless than it needs to be—there was always a pot of coffee simmering in the coals of the campfire or nuzzling around in the mysterious depths of a thermos bottle.
Between then and now I’ve consumed many more cups of coffee in civilized settings than out in the woods, but the aroma of the stuff is so inexorably tied to flushing birds, rising trout, giggling loons, drifting woodsmoke, and so on that they cannot be separated, even when the cup is made of styrofoam.
There was a time when I carried instant coffee in the field for the sake of speed and convenience. It worked for a while. In those days I was somewhat younger and more eager for the kill. Drives, hikes, camps—they were nothing but means to an end. I was very businesslike and something of a guerrilla. Now that I think about it, I was also wet, cold, hungry, and/or lost more often than I am now and not as successful. I was in the process of proving something then that has now, apparently, been proven and forgotten. Going through a stage, they call it.
I think I started brewing real coffee in camp about the same time I began releasing all but a brace of trout because they’re best fresh and because two is enough. “Enough” is a useful concept for the sportsman, especially the young one. I used the small aluminum percolator that saw me through college, when my main goals in life were to mess up my brains, get girls, and overthrow the government, not necessarily in that order. It did an adequate job.
It took A.K. to teach me how to make real camp coffee: bring one pot of lake or river water to a rolling boil, add two palmfuls of generic coffee, and remove the pot to the edge of the coals. If it’s the breakfast pot, throw in the eggshells. When it’s done (five to ten minutes), add a splash of cold water to settle the grounds.
Like whiskey, it should be drunk from a tin cup.
A.K.’s coffeepot goes back a long way. It sat on the banks of trout streams in Michigan for many years before it came to the Rocky Mountains and is now in its third stage of its evolution as a camp utensil. First it was clean and enameled in some color that is now lost to memory. Then it got all black and stayed that way for a long time. Now the accumulated black gunk is flaking off, exposing the battleship gray of the bare metal. Someday the bottom will drop out and an era will have ended.
A.K. and I have drunk from this pot around countless fires across several western states, but it has now become almost synonymous with winter trout fishing in Cheesman Canyon. That’s a stretch of the South Platte River, one of those tailwaters that stays open and more or less fishable throughout the year. It’s famous water and almost too crowded to fish in the summer, but still nice and lonely on most days between Christmas and, say, the end of March.
We’ve built coffee fires in several spots, but there’s one place that has seen the majority of them. It’s where trout are often rising to sparse midge hatches—slow, hard, technical fishing. Sometimes we’ll take turns on a pod of risers, one guy tending the fire, sipping coffee, the other casting and slowly freezing in the cold water. It was there that I hooked and landed my one-and-only good-sized trout on a #28 fly and 8x tippet.
We use dead, dry willow twigs, and it recently occurred to me that the few of us who build fires there have been inadvertently pruning the little bankside brush patch, keeping it healthy enough to provide the modest amounts of firewood we need—a delicate and accidental balance.
A few years ago I made a comment in a magazine article about A.K.’s bankside boiled coffee, something to the effect that it was okay when you were cold and wet but that if you got a cup of it in a cafe—too strong, with pine needles and nymph shucks floating in it—you’d refuse to pay.
It wasn’t more than a few weeks after the article appeared that we ended up in the Canyon again. It was February, cold, blustery, bitter, with drifts of snow right down to the water. Sensitive to the early signs of hypothermia, I had left the river when I began to shiver a little and headed upstream towards the slightly bluish curl of smoke that told me A.K. had the coffee on. I rummaged through my pack for my tin coffee cup, finding that, amazingly, I’d left it at home. A.K. was delighted, saying it didn’t matter anyway, since the coffee was no good. There was a lot of good-natured hell to pay before I could get my hands on his cup, all of which I deserved. Best damned cup of coffee I ever had, strong and black.
I can drink good coffee black, but I prefer it with cream. In a full camp I use real milk, but when working from a pack I vacillate between evaporated milk and that powdered, “non-dairy creamer.” The powdered stuff is the most efficient, but I remain suspicious of it.
Coffee is okay on warm mornings when the wool shirt is shed while the bacon sizzles, but it’s best on cold, winter trout streams, or during claustrophobic storms when the almost painful sting of its heat telegraphed through the thin walls of a tin cup seems like the center of the universe, a very real element of basic survival.
My first wife used a sterile-looking glass pot—more of a carafe, actually—and the coffee dripped with agonizing slowness through paper filters. It was always cold before it was ready to drink. My second wife used a tall, elegant electric percolator with a spout as long and graceful as the neck of a Canada goose. The noise it made while working was vaguely industrial. Once she gave up coffee entirely in the belief that it wasn’t healthy. Of course it’s not healthy; what is anymore? As Aunt Dora used to say, “Everything I like is either illegal, immoral, or fattening.”
The coffeepot I’ve carried and camped with for more seasons than I’ve kept track of is of the old style: sturdy, heavy, enameled in the classic midnight blue under specks of white that are now fire-singed to a mellow brown around the slowly growing black patch under the spout—midway through evolutionary stage two. I bought it for pocket change at a yard sale and discarded the guts as soon as I got it home. It has been rinsed thousands of times but has never really been “washed.”
Once I drop-kicked it twenty yards across a mountain meadow in Colorado (for reasons I won’t go into here). When I retrieved it, the mineral deposits that had built up inside it rattled out like flakes of shale. The small dent it bears from that incident still shames me sometimes. Uncle Leonard would never have kicked the coffeepot.
For years that pot reposed with the rest of my camping gear and was brought out, along with sleeping bags, waders, fly rods, shotguns, etc., for what amounted to special occasions. Now it sits proudly on the stove in the kitchen as a symbol of freedom and simplicity. Why would anyone need more than one coffeepot?
At home I use tap water, but otherwise the coffee is made the same way as in the field. The glass knob in the lid of the pot disappeared long ago (in that meadow, maybe?), and just glancing into the kitchen I can tell the coffee is ready by the curl of steam coming from the hole it left.


Kazan River Grayling
THE Kazan River in Canada’s Northwest Territories is a strange one, as rivers go. It rises in the interior at sprawling Snowbird Lake and eventually empties into Hudson Bay some 900 miles to the east, but up near the head-waters it’s nothing more than a series of channels draining one lake into another. What is cavalierly referred to as The River is, in this area at least, largely a figment in the imagination of some cartographer. Its course, if you can call it that, is difficult to locate on a map and downright incomprehensible from a boat. It’s worth finding, however, because these little stretches of river—some no more than a few hundred yards long and separated by hours on a hard boat seat—hold some world-class Arctic grayling.
There are grayling in most of the lakes too, usually in the shallow bays and coves and around points of land, but the largest ones in this particular part of the Northwest Territories are typically found in the stretches of fast water known collectively as the Kazan River. According to the guides, the grayling stay out of the deep water to avoid the enormous lake trout, and they shun the weedy backwaters for fear of the northern pike, or “jacks,” as they’re called.
Now that’s a homespun theory attributing more thought to the fish than they’re capable of, but I still like it, and the larger fish (those weighing in at between 2 and 3 pounds) are in the river. In fact, two fly-rod world-record grayling came from the Kazan. Both weighed just a hair over 3 pounds when caught and an ounce or two under by the time they were officially weighed. For comparison, the all-tackle world-record grayling—the largest specimen ever recorded—weighed in the neighborhood of 5 pounds, about the same as the world-record bluegill.
I was working out of a fishing camp on Snowbird Lake in the company of Wally Allen and, typically of both of us I suppose, we were clearly doing things backwards. The main attraction for most anglers in this remote area (130 miles by float plane from the nearest settlement, 275 miles from the nearest road) are the lake trout, or mackinaws. They’re not called macks up there, though, probably because it would rhyme with jacks and cause a lot of confusion.
Whatever you call them, fish in the 30-pound class aren’t uncommon, and that’s what most people come for. The grayling aren’t exactly looked down upon, but they tend to be viewed as something to amuse the sports when the lake trout are off or when they’ve become jaded from taking too many huge fish on 3/4-ounce jigs and T-60 Flatfish. My friend and I, however, had come loaded with fly tackle mainly in pursuit of grayling and so were considered by the camp staff and guides to be harmless, though definitely odd.
The Kazan rises near the southern end of the 70-mile-long lake, about a twenty-minute boat ride from the camp. There’s a half mile of brawling, marginally navigable river before you come to the next lake, which remains nameless on the best local map. This is the only part of the Kazan that anyone from the camp had ever felt moved to fish, and it’s a fine piece of water with pools, glides, pocket water, riffles, and one set of genuine standing-wave rapids. It’s just like a real river except that it begins and ends too abruptly.
This is the stretch we fished for the first few days, heading out across Dehoux Bay towards the river while the other guides and sports—some flashing us puzzled expressions—motored out to fish the submerged glacial eskers for the Big Fish. We had it to ourselves for a few days, but it wasn’t long before we began to pick up some company.
During the inevitable talk over supper at the camp, it came out that we were taking some grayling that nudged current records. (In my limited experience with guides, I’ve found that you can bribe or beg them into just about anything except keeping quiet about the big fish they’ve put their clients onto which, after all, is fair enough—it’s like asking a painter not to sign his work.) An International Game Fish Association record book magically appeared and was studied carefully by some of our colleagues, who admitted that the lake-trout fishing had been a bit slow. As Colorado fly-fishermen and, more recently, grayling specialists, our mildly oddball status was revised to the tune of several lukewarm Labatt’s beers, and we were summarily pumped for details.
Grayling are an exotic species of fish to most American anglers. In appearance they fall somewhere between a trout and a whitefish but are in their own class with that beautiful, flamboyant dorsal fin used in mating displays. Whether they also use it for navigation is, apparently, arguable, but I believe they do—it feels like it when you have a good one on the line. I’ll admit that’s less than a purely scientific observation, not unlike assuming the fish live in the fast water to hide from the pike.
The color of an Arctic grayling is hard to describe and can only be hinted at in color photographs. They’re subtly iridescent with hints of bronze, faint purple, and silver, depending on how you turn them in the light. They have irregular black spots towards the front of the body and light spots on the bluish dorsal fin which, on many of the larger Kazan River fish, is rimmed with a pink stripe at the top. They’re so pretty, I never quite got used to them.
In Latin they’re known as Thymallus arcticus because they’re supposed to smell like thyme, though I can’t say I ever noticed that, even though I sniffed a few fish when no one was looking. My olfactory memories of the trip are confined to pine, mosquito repellent, and the fabulous aroma of shore lunch: baked beans, homemade bread, onion rings, fresh fish breaded lightly in cornmeal, and industrial-strength camp coffee. Although the delicate white meat of the grayling is excellent, it still comes in second to the pink-fleshed lake trout.
For the record, we used barbless hooks and released most of our fish, as one is encouraged to do by the management of most camps and by the Northwest Territories Wildlife Service, whose conservation policies are very up to date though difficult to enforce in a largely roadless area covering well over a million square miles.
A phrase like “a million square miles” is like “a billion dollars”—you know it’s a hell of a lot, but beyond that, it’s meaningless. The poetry of the word “wilderness” makes a lot more sense to me, and when I try to conceive of the incredible size of the Northwest Territories (most of the water in which has never been fished, by the way), what comes to mind is the cairn of shed caribou antlers that stands on the beach in front of the camp. This area is big enough and wild enough that herds of these animals can migrate across relatively small pieces of it and remain more or less ignorant of the existence of human beings on the planet.
The Kazan River grayling behaved almost exactly like trout except that they were much easier to lure up to dry flies (when they weren’t already rising) than any of the trout I’ve ever personally known. In fact, dry flies were consistently more effective than nymphs, even for the larger fish, and going under water didn’t move larger fish, as it often does on a trout stream.
They weren’t exactly selective, but they weren’t idiotic, either. Yellow Humpies and Elk Hair Caddises in sizes 16 and 18 worked consistently, but when we got too far from those two in either size or color, the action dropped off noticeably. The Kazan is largely a caddis river (we saw no caddis flies larger than a size 14, most smaller) with a liberal smattering of mayflies, midges, and even stone-flies, but the caddis seems to be the main food source. By the way, all aquatic insects are collectively referred to as “fish flies,” as in “big brown fish fly” or “little yellow fish fly.”
I can’t remember when it was that we got the itch to explore more of the Kazan than just that first stretch. Maybe it was on the third or fourth day. That far north the days run together, literally as well as figuratively, with almost none of what you’d call “night” and sunrises and sunsets that would last for hours and almost run together. It was a little dreamlike at the time, and in hindsight it’s close to hallucinatory.
Going down the Kazan was not the usual procedure; in fact, no one had ever wanted to do it before, and so there was some discussion about it. Eventually, the camp manager located some waterproof maps in the storeroom, suggested we make this our last beer, and told us we’d be going with a different guide in the morning.
After breakfast the next day we lugged our gear down to the beach and were greeted with, “I am Guy LaRoche, forse class Franch Cunadium feeshing guide; get in zee boat, eh?” The man was young, hard as nails, steely eyed, good on rivers, and all business. Terrific.
We crossed the bottom end of Snowbird, white-knuckled the short rapids in the first stretch of river, and set out across the nameless lake. It was bigger in reality than it looked on the map, was spattered with small islands, and had at least one pair of bald eagles nesting on its banks. We fished the channel at the bottom end and then set out across Obre Lake. Obre, dotted with larger islands, was long and deep enough to land a float plane on, and so it had a camp. We stopped, but it was deserted, and in the middle of the season, too. Obviously the owners had gone under. Running a fly-in wilderness camp is an expensive proposition: I was told that by the time the gasoline for the outboards was barged up to Stony Rapids and then flown into the camp at Snowbird, it ended up costing between seven and eight dollars a gallon. No figures were available for beer.
We spent something like a twenty-four hour day (most of it riding across lakes at full throttle) in order to fish three stretches of river that, laid end to end, might have been two miles long. I couldn’t help thinking of that chapter in Richard Brautigan’s Trout Fishing in America in which he describes a hardware store with hundred-yard sections of trout stream stacked out back and of the fact that that book—one of the great pieces of modern surrealism—has been innocently filed under “Fishing” in the Longmont, Colorado, public library.
The second channel down from Snowbird was long and wide with an easily wadable shelf; it was big, slow water that called for some long casts.
The next channel was a fast, deep rip of three or four hundred yards that we located first by cruising the bottom end of the lake until we found the spot where the weeds began to lean in the imperceptible current and then by the sound of the white water. It was a treacherous spot full of big grayling. We landed few under 2 pounds and a fair number pushing 3. It was here that Wally took one of the fish that would become a new fly-rod world record, and it was at the bottom of this stretch that we found the remains of what had once been a crude but very serviceable wooden canoe and a hand-carved paddle—a chilling find, especially so because a search was going on at that very moment for a plane that had gone down somewhere in the area. It was never found.
It was also in this stretch of fast water that I got myself into a spot from which I had to be rescued. I’d hooked a lovely big grayling about midway down the rip on a #16 dry fly and a light tippet. The fish jumped once and headed down into the fast current, peeling off line and starting on the backing, of which there suddenly didn’t seem to be nearly enough. The bank was too steep and overgrown for me to get out and follow him, so without thinking, I started downstream and quickly waded into a scary spot that I couldn’t wade back out of: I ended up at the top of the rapids in nearly chest-deep water, unable to move an inch towards shore and in the slow but steady process of being sucked into the white water (where I would have gotten a brutal dunking at best, and might easily have drowned).
As luck would have it, Wally came along about then. Assessing the situation immediately, he sprinted off through the trees to find the guide, who would have to interrupt his afternoon nap to, as it was told later in the guides’shack, “save the miserable hide of the dumb American.”
I didn’t know how he was going to handle it, but I was immensely relieved when I saw Guy push off from the bottom of the rapids and—first things first—swing out around my line so I wouldn’t lose the fish. He motored up through what passed for a channel in the rapids, deftly flipped sideways (presenting me with a fast-moving gunwale at the level of my forehead), and yelled, “Get in zee boat!”
So, I got in zee boat, scattering rods and tackle boxes, and Guy, with absolutely no expression on his face, calmly handed me my fly rod. Out in the still water of the next lake I took up the slack, and the fish came out of 15 feet of water to make one more beautiful jump before I landed him, whopped him on the head with a knife butt, and tossed him in the cooler for lunch.
One of my clearest memories from that trip is that fish’s last jump. Grayling are great jumpers, usually coming out of the water three or four times before they’re played out, and they do it with fantastic grace and style. They actually look like the paintings of leaping fish you see on calendars—seeming to freeze for an instant in that perfect arc before diving cleanly back into the river.
While I was dealing with the fish, Guy was examining the outboard— seems he’d dinged the scag, that blade-shaped piece of metal that protects the prop. Actually, it was broken clean off, but guides never “break” anything, though they may “ding it up a little.”
If he had wrecked the boat or motor, stranding us in the middle of nowhere, it would have been my fault, but he paid me the supreme compliment of not giving me a lecture, assuming that, although I was a jerk, I was at least smart enough to know it. A lot of information can be conveyed by a single blank look.
He did, however, stop off at a local shrine on the way back to the camp. It’s a pair of graves set on a low hill overlooking the southern end of Snowbird Lake, the kind of place that’s chosen not so much for the benefit of the deceased as for those who’ll come to visit. No one knows who’s buried there, maybe French trappers or some folks from the party of Samuel Herne who discovered and named the lake on his way to the Arctic Ocean. It’s clear they’ve been there a long time, though: the inscriptions on the wooden crosses have long since weathered away. When the camp is opened in the spring, one of the first orders of business is to send someone over to clean off the graves and straighten the markers. The hill is near the place where the fish are cleaned, across a small bay from the camp, to keep the wolves at a respectful distance.
It wasn’t as heavy-handed an object lesson as it might seem; every sport is taken there once during his trip, and we’d already had a good laugh by way of writing off the incident in the rapids as a harmless screw up. Still, there was something about the timing. I guess I should have felt lucky, or realized that perhaps I’d just blown my last chance for a truly glorious death—something few of us get a shot at anymore—but none of that occurred to me until later. At the time we were tired and happy, and Wally had a world-record grayling down in the cooler. It was a pretty spot, though, just a nice, peaceful place in the north woods.


Head waters
AS you follow the stream up into the canyon, it seems to get smaller and colder all at once, an illusion caused by leaving behind the civilized water where the pools are named and where there are places to park. Going upstream here, where the cliff forces the road away from the stream, feels a little like going back in time, and the trout—still mostly browns—seem as liquid and transparent as the water. You’re elated, still on your first wind.
This is pocket water and there’s lots of it—miles and miles of it—so rather than fish it thoroughly, you keep moving, now and then casting a dry caddis (an obscure local pattern named for the stream you’re on) over a good-looking spot. It seems appropriate and it works. Later there will be a hatch of caddis or maybe even mayflies and you’ll stop and get down to business, but since you’re more interested in distance now, you fish casually from the bank in hiking boots with the pack on your back.
You go carefully because you’re walking with the rod strung, sometimes having to thread it through the brush and low limbs ahead. The cloth bag is stuffed in your pants pocket but, in the interest of lightness and mobility, you’ve left the aluminum case at home.
It’s your favorite cane rod, a 7½-footer for a #5 line. You debated over the choice, weighing the risk to the rod against how perfectly suited it was to this little stream. Finally the honey-colored rod with its English reel won out. It’s idiotic, you thought, to spend hundreds of dollars on a fine rig that you’re afraid to use. And now you’re pleased: the wood rod casts beautifully, and through it you can almost feel the heartbeats of the small trout. When you stop for lunch you lean it very carefully against the springy branches of a short blue spruce.
You’ve been walking easily and haven’t gone far, but already it feels good to have the pack off. It’s not as light as it could be—they never are—but considering how long you’ll be out, it’s not bad. You’re figuring three days, maybe four, and you were very careful not to say exactly when you’d be back.
You haven’t had to rummage in the pack yet, so it still seems a model of efficiency, ever so slightly virginal, leaning in the shade of a lichen-covered ledge. Tied on top are the rolled-up sleeping pad and the poncho which can be worn to cover you and all the gear or made into a serviceable free-form rain fly. The down sleeping bag is tied to the bottom and the old number 44 “Cold Handle” frying pan is strapped securely to the back. The pan always seems a little too big, but it will hold two butterfly-filleted, 8- to 12-inch trout perfectly. You’ll eat fish on this trip or come back early; your provisions are composed of just-add-water starches and soups with some coffee, one can of pork and beans (a treat), some oil, salt, pepper, and lemon juice. Side dishes. The main courses are still in the water.
Beyond that, there isn’t much: clothing you can wear all at once if necessary (wool shirt, sweater, down vest, wool hat), coffeepot, fork and spoon, spare socks, flyweight waders, wading shoes (low-cut tennis shoes, actually, because they’re smaller and lighter than the real thing), and your tin cup. It’s in the side pocket now, but if you were farther north you’d tie it next to the frying pan as a bear bell. Packed in the coffee cup is a heavy plastic bag to put the tennis shoes in once they’re wet.
There’s a camera in there, too, and the pack is so pretty in the mottled shade you think about digging it out and taking a shot, but it’s only a thought. At the moment you don’t feel like looking at the world through a piece of glass, even an expensive piece.
The only luxuries you’ve allowed yourself are a full-sized coffeepot, a notebook, and a modest-sized bottle of good bourbon—but maybe they’re not entirely luxuries, at that. The coffeepot doubles as a saucepan, and holds enough water to completely douse the campfire in three trips to the stream. Your life has been such that there’s the normal background noise of guilt, but so far, you haven’t burned down a forest and don’t plan to; you are meticulously careful with your fires.
The bourbon is still in the glass bottle because it just doesn’t taste right from the lighter plastic flask, and whether the whiskey itself is a luxury or a necessity isn’t worth worrying about at the moment. The notebook might be considered nonessential except that you generally use more of its pages to start fires than to jot down lines of poetry and notes of cosmic significance.
After lunch—a deli ham-and-cheese sandwich in waxed paper—you put the rod in the bag and walk. The trail is gone now, and the country is more rugged. Dippers splash in the stream; you spook a doe mule deer coming around a bend; and you get very close to a marmot sunning on a rock before he wakes up and bolts, giving the warning whistle, even though he seems to be alone.
At one point you find yourself within five feet of a pair of typically innocent blue grouse. You consider the possibility of getting one with a rock and have a momentary olfactory hallucination: roasting grouse and frying trout. You decide against it, though, probably because it’s illegal.
And then it’s late afternoon, the canyon has begun to level out a little, and the stream has a distinct shady side. The pocket water has given way to a long run, the bank on one side of which is open and grassy. There are delicious-looking undercuts. With several hours of daylight left, you find a level spot away from the stream (away from mosquitoes and morning dew or frost) and lean the pack against a tree, unroll the sleeping bag to air out, clean out a fire pit, gather wood, and set out coffeepot, frying pan, and tin cup.
The spot you’ve chosen is a tiny meadow stretch only a few hundred yards long. The open sky is pleasant after the closed-in, forested canyon below, and ahead, for the first time today, you can see the snowcapped high country. The weather is still shirt-sleeve warm with a comfortable hint of evening chill. There is as much spruce and fir as pine now on the hillsides, and you can see patches of aspen. You think you hear the screech of a hawk but see nothing when you scan the sky.
You could probably fish the stream here without wading, but you dig out the waders and put them on because you carried them in and are gonna use them; it’s important. There’s no fly vest; instead, you’re wearing a four-pocketed canvas fishing shirt which you load now from the side pocket of the pack: three spools of leader material in the lower right-hand pocket, bug dope, fly floatant, and clippers in the lower left. Each breast pocket holds a fly box—one with nymphs and streamers, the other with dries. In the interest of razor-sharp efficiency, you wanted to have a single box, but the bigger ones didn’t fit anywhere and you only toyed for a few minutes with the idea of rebuilding the fishing shirt. Anyhow, the bulges are more symmetrical this way.
You saw two small rises at the tail of the run when you first arrived, and now you notice what looks like a bigger fish working along the far grassy bank. There are a few tan-colored bugs that you assume are caddis flies fluttering over the surface, but without pondering the situation further, you tie on a #16 Tan-Bodied Adams. The trout in these mountain streams see few anglers and are seldom selective (though your two fly boxes are evidence of the occasional exceptions) and the Tan Adams is a favorite. The tails are of medium-dark moose body hair, the body of light raccoon fur; the grizzly hackle is mixed with ginger instead of brown, and the wings are wide and darkly barred—from a hen neck. It’s a personal variation you often think of as a “generic bug,” an excellent high-country pattern.
You work the tail of the run first and, on the third cast, take a tiny rainbow that still has his parr marks, a wild fish. Then you take a slightly larger one that wasn’t rising but came up to your fly anyway, and then you take the fish along the bank—a 9-inch brown.
The fish are eager, slightly stupid, and not large; you get a strike nearly every time you put a good cast over a rising trout. Then you land and release a fine, chubby, 10-inch brown and remember what a friend once said: “If you’re gonna keep fish, go ahead and keep ’em. If you wait till the last two, you’ll be eating beans.” So the next good fish, a fat, bright rainbow of 10 or 11 inches, is tapped on the head and tossed on the bank in the direction of camp. This is something you seldom do anymore, but it doesn’t feel too bad. In fact, it feels pretty good.
After five or six more fish, you take a firm brown that reaches the full 12 inches from the butt of the reel seat to the first T in the name on the rod. It’s a male with a slightly hooked jaw and colors that remind you of a Midwestern autumn. You clean him, along with the rainbow, wrap them both in wet grass, and lay them in the shadows that have now swallowed the stream and half the eastern ridge. You’re camped on the west bank to catch the first morning sunlight.
You think of going to a streamer then, of running it past the undercut to see if there’s a big brown there, but the dry fly and the wood rod are too hypnotic. You take a few more small fish and quit with just enough light left to get situated in camp. You clip the tattered and now one-winged fly from the leader and drop it in the stream, like you’d smash a glass after a toast.
Supper is trout fried in oil with pepper and lemon juice, rice, and whiskey cut lightly with stream water—eaten by firelight. Then, lying in the down bag, you let the fire die to coals, think of the trout, the hike, home, people, career, the past, and you are asleep.
The morning is gray and cold, but blue holes perforate the clouds to the west. You put on the wool shirt and vest, build a fire, and start water for coffee. After one cup you go to the stream, waderless, and without ceremony take one 9-inch rainbow for breakfast. You roast him over the fire on a stick so as not to dirty the pan, and on another stick you make Bisquick muffins—a bit dry, but just fine. As someone (probably French) once said, “Hunger is the best sauce.”
With the fire well doused and the pack loaded, you take one careful look around to make sure nothing was dropped or forgotten, then head off upstream with only a single look back at that undercut bank where you never did try a streamer.
By midmorning the sun is out, and you stop to shed some clothes before you get too sweaty. While putting the stuff in the pack, you’re struck with the sudden certainty that you forgot the roll of nylon cord with which you can turn your poncho into whatever-shaped rain fly the terrain and handy trees allow; you can clearly picture it lying on the kitchen table at home. But then a short, carefully unfrantic search turns up the cord, as well as an apple you’d forgotten about. At least one attack of backpacker’s paranoia per trip is normal, but you don’t mind because it has served you well. You’ve never forgotten anything important.
With the rhythm of the walk broken, you decide to fish, and with the Tan Adams you take the first brook trout. But since you’ve taken only two other small fish after fifteen minutes, you shoulder the pack and move on.
Shortly you come to a road and, although it breaks the spell a little, you’re glad it’s there. On the way out you’ll climb the grade and hitch a ride to the nearest cafe for pancakes or maybe a big, greasy burger, and then on into town. But now you go under the bridge with the stream, listening for the whine of a car and being glad not to hear one.
Above the road you come into a high, marshy meadow. Here the trees stop as the land levels out, giving way to tangles of willow; the only way to walk through it is up the stream, in waders. Wading and casting with the pack on and the hiking shoes dangling in back is clumsy but not impossible. You work only the best-looking spots at first, slowing down and concentrating a little more after you’ve spooked some good fish from what looked like uninteresting water. The trout are brookies now, with the occasional rainbow.
By the time you hit the beaver ponds, your back aches from the pack; so you set up camp on the first level, dry spot you come to. After a short break, you switch to a streamer and creep down to the nearest pond. The fly is a little brook trout bucktail, and your past success with it has convinced you that brookies do, in fact, eat their smaller relatives, even though more than one fisheries biologist has told you that’s not so. You think, science. Truth. The fish take the fly, so it’s true; or maybe it’s largely false but still works, and so might as well be true—like politics or religion. It occurs to you that the Great Questions are probably a hell of a lot more fun than the answers, but by the time you’ve made your fifth cast, you’ve forgotten about the whole thing.
Four ponds and a dozen fair-to-middling trout later, you hook a heavy fish back in some flooded brush—a heavy fish. He fights well but stays in the open, where you play him carefully. You wish you’d brought a net, even though you’d have snagged it in the brush two-hundred times by now. You play the fish out more than you’d like to, finally hand landing him as gently as possible. As you hold him by the lower jaw to remove the barbless hook, he wiggles and his teeth cut into your thumb, starting a small stain of blood in the water.
Laid against the rod, the trout’s tail reaches well past the 12-inch mark, well past. Sixteen inches? Possibly, and fat, too, and deeply, richly colored; the orange flanks are like a neon beer sign shining through a rainy night. You sit there like an idiot until the trout’s struggles indicate that he’s recovered from the fight. You release him then, and he swims away, leaving you with a momentary sense of absolute blankness, as if the synapses in your brain marked “good” and “bad” had fired simultaneously, shorting each other out.
Then you’re hungry, and cold. You backtrack down the channel below the pond and keep the first three small trout you hook, trying to picture the exact size of the frying pan. Supper is eaten in chilly twilight; the waders are hung to dry; the rod, in its cloth case, is hung out of reach of porcupines who would chew up the cork grip for the salt, given half a chance. The dishes are washed, by feel, in muddy gravel.
The next morning you wake before dawn, soaking wet, freezing, and covered with mosquito bites, having slept dreamlessly on the edge of a bog through a substantial rain, with the poncho lying uselessly under you as a ground cloth. The curses you utter—the foulest ones you can think of—are the first words you’ve spoken aloud in two days.
Luckily the sky is clear now, and the sun comes up warm over the eastern ridge, helping along the effects of the smoky fire that took fifteen minutes to start. You recover by degrees, aided by coffee, and drape your gear in the willows to dry, everything angled to face the sun like the heads of flowers. Even the notebook was damp, towards the back, so you started the fire with pages that were written on, pages you did not read before lighting.
Breakfast is big and starchy, mostly half-ruined rice mixed with pond-water chicken soup, a shapeless candy bar you found while emptying the pack, and the apple. The candy bar wrapper is burned in the fire, but the apple core is tossed in the brush for a squirrel or maybe an elk. After fluffing and turning the sleeping bag, you slog the half mile to the head of the ponds and fish the stream, where you hook the first cutthroat—small, bright, and confused looking. You feel a little more in touch with the place, having been soaked and frozen with, apparently, no ill effects.
Back in gear—the pack tight, dry, and efficient again—you leave the stream and hike the dry ridge side towards the lake. Most of the time you can’t even see the stream in its tunnels of tangled willow. You’re moving well, feeling free on the dry ground in the shady spruce and fir, sensing the curves and cups of the land now instead of the bottom of the trough where the water runs.
You angle up unconsciously (almost always better to gain altitude than lose it when walking in the mountains) and come on the lake a little high, from a vantage point of no more than fifty extra feet. You wouldn’t have planned that just for the view, but the view is excellent, with the small lake hanging in its tight cirque, smooth and blue-gray, with snowfields on the western slope and a soft-looking lawn of tundra around it. The trees here are short and flagged, bare of branches on the windward side.
You set up camp on a perfect, level spot, rigging a clumsy rain fly (thinking of last night) though the sky is cloudless. It seems early, is early, in fact, but the looming Continental Divide means dusk will come before it seems right. You stroll down to the outlet, the logical place for fish to be since the inlet is only snowmelt from a scree slope, and sure enough, you spot a few rising cutts. You’ve tied on a #16 Michigan Chocolate Spinner, based on previous experience, time of day, location, and hunch. You’ve also put on the wool shirt and hat because it’s cool away from the shelter of the trees.
You stalk up to the water too quickly, too erect, and the trout don’t exactly spook but solemnly stop rising. They don’t know what you are, but they don’t like you—a thought that cuts through the magazine-feature-article glitter of wilderness fly-fishing for the ten minutes it takes for two of the smaller fish to start feeding again.
The first cast is a good one, straight and sure with a downstream hook on the admittedly easy, uniform current, and a 13-inch cutt takes the spinner with a casual, unsuspicious rise. The fight is good, but because the fish has no place to go, you land him easily. It’s supper and the last fish of the day; the others have vanished in that supernatural way trout have—they don’t run like deer or fly away like grouse; they’re just gone.
In camp you fry the trout, sitting close to the fire that seems to give little heat in the thin air. Camping alone isn’t something you normally do, but you’ve done it often enough that it’s familiar; you no longer get the horrors at night. You’ve gone out alone before because you were sad or happy, or neither or both—for any reason at all, the way some people drink. The lake is black now, and for a long moment you can’t remember why you’re here this time.


The Adams Hatch
PART 1 — GETTING THERE
I’M speaking to you from the cab of a faded-blue, 1970 Chevrolet pickup truck heading west on I-70 towards Basalt, Colorado and the Frying Pan River—speaking, that is, into a small tape recorder I borrowed from a friend’s teen-aged daughter. The plan is to amuse myself and also to determine, once and for all, whether those insights, ideas, observations, and blasts of Pure Truth we all get on long, solitary drives are really profound or just the symptoms of white-line fever. The tape recorder doesn’t lie.
I’ve been staying in the right lane most of the time (the slow lane where a fourteen-year-old pickup belongs), and I’m being passed on the left at the moment by an enormous camper, the kind my lawyer calls a “Wyomingoid road slug.” The woman in the passenger seat (the wife, I assume) is looking at me now with an expression of undisguised horror.
“Bearded man in a pickup truck talking to himself—and he’s got a shot-gun in the window rack, too,” she seems to be saying to her husband.
The husband looks over and says something. “Oh, I don’t think he’s dangerous, Martha.”
Nice-looking, upper-middle-class couple, probably retired. Somebody’s grandma and grandpa. Illinois license plates. Chalk it up to local color, folks, and it’s not just a shotgun, it’s a Parker. It happens to be dove season here in the Wild West.
I’ll have to negotiate with dozens of these four-mile-to-the-gallon







PART 2 : LEAVE MY MOTHER OUT OF THIS
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