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Let’s face it. Waving a fly rod around in a stream in the pursuit of trout isn’t likely to get you anywhere in life toward monetary or professional success.

I know. I’ve been doing it for nearly thirty years, and all it’s gotten me is a lot of fish at the end of my line, many I’ve caught, and more than a few that got away.

I never hooked as much as a dollar bill, although I have reeled in my share of sticks, leaves, crayfish, a flying bat or two, all manner of stream debris, even my right ear. 

As I sit here writing these words on a mid-January day, snow is lightly falling outside the window. Another cold winter day in northcentral Pennsylvania.

I have no plans to go fishing today or anytime soon. 

When that white stuff is dropping like pieces of confetti from the sky, and the thermometer on the back deck of my home registers around the thirty-degree mark, I feel no great need to head out to a stream.

I know a man who once claimed he fishes every day of the year. I don’t know if he’s pulling my leg, or if he really is that head-over-heels crazy about fishing.

In case you’re wondering, he is a married man.

He must be a fanatic.

But what is a fanatic? Is it the angler who does in fact go fishing every day or nearly every day, no matter what the weather? Someone who lives and breathes fishing each waking moment even when not out on the water. 

I fish a lot, and when I’m not casting a line in a trout stream, I spend far more time than I perhaps should thinking about doing it. Ah the memories. Being on the water at dusk in May during a spinner fall of Green Drakes when the trout are rising everywhere in the pool in front of me. Or, fishing that rip of water on a sunlit June day when the lunker grabs my Wooly Bugger before taking off in a shot downstream and into my backing before breaking off and breaking my heart. 

Even before I caught my very first fish, a bright, brilliantly colored Sunfish, as a lad fishing a small farm pond, I was nutty about this whole business of fishing. I would hear other kids talk of journeys to fishing cabins or memorable trips north to Canada and of the many fish they caught. I’d see snapshots in the local newspaper of the smiling faces of anglers dangling a half-dozen fish on a stringer from another opening day of trout season.

I fished whenever I could after that first fish, sometimes joining friends to journey to that same pond or local streams. I caught fish now and then, Sunfish, Crappies, and the occasional smallmouth bass, as well as a few stocked trout from creeks. But as often happens, the teenage years arrived, and other activities took over: sports, schoolwork (mostly shunned), girls (at least thoughts of girls), drinking, and simply getting through adolescence and young adulthood. 

A job, a family came along. You know how it is.

As I grew older, cool-running mountain streams with trout, those spectacularly colored and mysterious creatures, never completely abandoned my mind. Unfortunately, my days on the stream were rare and not particularly productive.

The occasional trip to a local stream or lake would find me tossing worms, minnows and spinning lures at the fish. I was basically a bait fisherman into my late thirties.

After crossing over into that strange world of fly fishing, I began to wonder if I’d made some horrible mistake. There was so much to learn and new equipment to purchase. My first fly rod and reel came from a retail store. That was confusing enough. What? You don’t press a button on the reel to shoot out line? Early on, I think I purchased a book, Flyfishing for Complete Nitwits, or some such title. 

The fly-fishing language was simply arcane. A split cane rod? What was that? Tippets and leaders. And the flies. Lord, those flies. There were Caddises and Blue-Winged Olives, March Browns and Sulphurs, Hendricksons and Grey Foxes, Stone Flies and Midges. And that was just scratching the surface.

There was also this whole business of matching the hatch, and those different stages in the life of a mayfly. To say it was Fly-Fishing 101 for me would be an understatement. 

Of course, I didn’t catch a lot of trout in those early days. And I had a strong suspicion as to why. Still, I tried to learn as much as I could. I pored over books on fly fishing, including one or two that advised beginners such as myself to keep it simple.

And I did. I had no choice. I couldn’t cast worth a damn, and I knew it. I spooked plenty of pools of rising trout with my clumsy casts. I fished the Youghiogheny River in western Pennsylvania a lot in those days and spent afternoons tossing streamers and nymphs into fast-flowing water hoping for a strike. Occasionally, I would catch a trout or two. 

At the same time, I was enjoying myself immensely, and I knew this whole business of fly-fishing was something taking me on a long fun ride. I spent plenty of time on streams, continued to read as much literature on fly-fishing as possible, and started hanging out at the local fly shop where I tapped the brains of some of the experts there.  

I slowly got better, began catching more trout, mostly through experience and soaking up as much as I could about this whole fascinating world of fly fishing. Persistence, pushing through the frustrations, and learning some patience didn’t hurt either. 

I’ve always wanted to track my fishing days, and this book includes some of them from a single season on streams, mostly around central Pennsylvania, although I also included trips I took out of state. 

In total, I was out fishing seventy-one days in 2024 between early March and the end of December. Does that make me a fanatical fly-fisher? I’ll let you, the reader, decide.
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If you’re a fly-fisher, you want to be out on the water, but when an unexpected medical problem arises, preventing you from chasing the trout, it’s like being in prison.

Such was my fate on a sunny early November day with the agonizing pain of a gall bladder attack, and I found myself in the emergency room of a local hospital.  

A short hospital stay and recovery period had me gnawing on my fly rod as late autumn slipped further toward winter. I sat at home watching far too much television hoping a snowstorm would not roar in from the Midwest and blow out local creeks and streams for those upcoming days when I would finally be medically cleared to pursue the trout.

Up till then, it had been a good year for me. Plenty of days sloshing through streams with a fly rod and many fish brought to my net. Sure, I was thankful for that, but I wasn’t ready to call it a season.

In central Pennsylvania, November is certainly a harbinger of winter, with its overcast days and chilly weather, but it brings its share of favorable, even somewhat warm temperatures — nice times to get out on a stream. Days not to waste.

Patience is the hallmark of a good fishermen, something of which I am in short supply. 

I sat with the physician assistant going over my recovery from the gall bladder operation of more than a week earlier. No, I told her, I was no longer in any kind of pain. Yes. I was digesting my food well. 

Any other lingering problems, say with the bowels? she asked. No, I said with a smile. I’m good.

The P.A., a dark-haired woman in perhaps her late thirties, gazed at her computer screen. “Your gall bladder had quite a bit of inflammation. It’s probably good it was taken out.”

I turned to my wife sitting beside me, then back to the P.A. “Can I tromp now in the woods? Go fishing?”

She smiled. “What sort of fishing?”

“Ah,” I smiled. “Not deep-sea fishing for those big ocean creatures. Just fly fishing on local creeks.”

Her smile widened just a bit.

“I don’t see why not.”

During the forty-minute drive home that followed I pondered whether to use up what little daylight was left of the afternoon to go fishing. Should I? Or not? After all, it would be three o’clock by the time I would arrive home, I thought, as I drove through the rolling countryside, passing homes and farms, and through the hamlets dotting Montour and Northumberland County.

It was a dreary November afternoon, nearly Thanksgiving, but with temperatures in the fifties. The forecast for the next few days called for falling temperatures, perhaps even snow. It could be my last day out on the water for quite some time, perhaps even for the year. Who knew?

It was nearly three thirty when I arrived home, and the day was indeed quickly slipping away. How much time did I really have to fish? By five o’clock it would be almost dark. Was it worth it? 

Again, I wondered: How many days did I have left to fish? As many as I wanted, I suppose. Then again, I’ve never been one to chase fish on cold winter days. And there would be plenty of them coming up. Go, I thought.

Central Pennsylvania is blessed with its share of trout streams, including those within a short drive from my home. I love that I can climb into my pickup truck, where I keep my fly-fishing gear stowed, and drive to some water in less than a half hour. 

The stream I chose on this fall day is one of those medium-sized trout streams, flowing through wooded land dotted with cabins, like so many in my home state. Many miles of the creek follow a highway, and motorists heading either way along the busy route can glance at the stream as it makes its way south toward the great Susquehanna River.

It’s heavily fished water, stocked by the state with generous offerings of trout each spring and in the fall. The occasional wild trout can be caught in these waters, perhaps wanderers from any one of the various tributaries of this larger stream.

On this late November afternoon, no anglers are in sight. It’s late fall, nearly deer rifle season in Pennsylvania, when many of my
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