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“Gee but that's fun. Don't that pole of your'n bend!”

—Ray Bergman, Just Fishing, 1932
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[image: ]INCE BEFORE WORLD WAR II, the New York Times has dedicated a column to hunting and fishing, originally calling it “Wood, Field and Stream.” By the mid-1970s, perhaps to reflect a transformation in both the sporting and physical landscapes, the column had changed names to the less woodsy but more encompassing “Outdoors.”

There have been precisely four full-time columnists since 1937. Raymond Camp wrote until 1956 before taking a job in the Bahamas. Former Times photo editor John Randolph then held the job until his death in 1961. After Randolph, Oscar Godbout wrote the column before dying of a heart attack in 1967 at age forty. Then came the indefatigable Nelson Bryant, who assumed the helm after giving up a job as a dock builder. Though he officially retired in 1991 at age sixty-eight, he still contributed freelance stories from his home on Martha's Vineyard until 2006.

When Bryant stepped down as a full-time columnist, the Times began to draw from a bullpen of eager freelancers. Added to the mix were a few veteran Times staff reporters who took breathers from their normal beats of national politics, New York City crime, or the heady world of hard science to contribute an occasional ode to striped bass or Midwestern trout. Suddenly a column that went from four writers over half a century exploded to dozens of contributors from all over the United States and beyond. This collection reflects this particularly exhilarating period in the column's history.

Even so, “Outdoors” will always remain in the shadows of the Big Four sports—not to mention burgeoning “growth sports” like NASCAR and Major League Soccer. It reminds me of a secret native brook trout stream in New Jersey that's sandwiched between a strip mall and a used-car dealership. The fish are there, but you have to bushwhack to get them. Still, seventy years later, it's good to know that you can pick up a New York Times and, on the right day, read about ice fishing with maggots by John Waldman, or discover the joys of catching sea-herring from a pier in Brooklyn in a piece by Dave Taft. Like the native trout stream, you can still find something prized, like those little brookies that dart about in hidden waters.

—Stephen Sautner
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[image: ]WRITE EDITORIALS for the New York Times, which means that sometimes people who read editorials write to me. Many of the letters are kind and thoughtful. But whenever I write something less than serious, there is always a vein of criticism that goes like this: “In such a grim world,” the reader wonders, “how can you waste such valuable space on such frivolity?” That is another way of asking, in reference to the book you now hold in your hands, “What has the New York Times got to do with fishing?”

I take it for granted that fishing—personal fishing—is serious stuff and that, at the same time, it doesn't belong above the fold on the front page of the Times. There is no news in fishing, or rather there's always the same old good news. Any angler worth the name has long since learned to pretend that what matters is the angling, not the catching, so even landing the big one that lives under the bridge isn't really news. It's just part of the smooth, even temper of this most philosophical of sports.

Over the years, fishing has been found all over the newspaper, but it turns up most often in the sports pages. The principle, I take it, is that since baseball players have been known to go bass-fishing in the off-season, the sports pages are where fishing belongs. Because every angler worth the name knows enough to pretend that fishing is not a competitive sport.

Fishing crops up in the Times partly as a branch of natural history and partly, of course, because there are some devoted anglers among the men and women who write for the paper and those who read it. These essays about fishing—bluefish in the Hamptons, piranha in the Amazon, brown trout in the Catskills—also help leaven the hard news. You begin to understand the special place fishing occupies in the Times when you realize that there is no equivalent golf column.

But I think these fishing pieces add something else to the reader's experience of the paper, something no less tangible even when you read them here, in a different context. A newspaper records the broad range of human events but with a narrow emotional amplitude. Its language is explicit, never tacit. It abhors implication and distrusts irony. It expresses empathy only within sobering limits. It has almost nothing to say about the darkness of cynicism and disbelief or the possibilities of joy and love. The newspaper is a chronicle of human existence, but the humans who appear in it nearly always lack the fullness of their humanity. They are subordinate to history itself. They are sources, victims, subjects, examples, authorities, officials, spokespersons, reporters—partial selves, in other words.

But something is different in these fishing essays. It's as though the humans we watch here—hip-deep in a spring freshet, calf-deep on a bonefish flat—come closer to being the whole person. This isn't just a rhetorical flourish, a handy journalistic device. It reflects the genuine feel of fishing. You spend the day in the tug of moving water. You fight the sun's glare and the wind that eats your backcast. You cast to shadows—a permit ghosting away or the silhouette of a feeding rainbow just at dark. And nearly all of what is inessential about you drifts away.

Good reporters get used to putting a part of themselves up on the shelf, out of reach, while they're working. It's how the job gets done. The same is true for the rest of us, in different ways. Most of what the working day offers us—most days, that is—doesn't exactly require the fullness of our being, and so we live partially, economically. You'd think that the effort needed to fish well—to cast precisely, to notice all the things that need noticing—would require an even thinner slice of ourselves. But that isn't the way it works. We focus intently. A lighter tippet. A smaller fly. A cleaner drift. Hour after hour. And it is the focus that frees us to be a little bit larger than we usually get to be.

You can draw all sorts of analogies between fishing and life, if you like. But you'll notice that the writers here don't do much of that. If you're fishing analogically, you're not really fishing. Most of us go fishing not to observe the way it resembles the nature of life but to immerse ourselves in a life that asks us only to pay attention. And so we pay attention to what is happening out there—in the deep, in the shallows, at the end of the line—and discover, strangely enough, how much play our emotions get in the course of the day. Not just the feelings that come with stalking and hooking and witnessing the fish but those vastly subtler, almost iridescent emotions that come and go as quick as thought.

Don't get me wrong. This is a collection of tough minds at play. These people are not weeping as they angle, nor are they laughing aloud. They barely admit, most of them, what I've been talking about here. But the beauty of these essays, apart from the fishing itself, is that they don't mind irony and they don't fear implication. A greater fraction of the whole person shows up in these essays than almost anywhere else in the newspaper, reminding us—those of us who fish, at least—of the greater fraction we get to be when we're out on the lake or the river or the ocean.

Sooner or later, the fishing trip comes to an end, and we go back to ordinary life. That is very much how these essays worked when they first appeared one by one in the Times. No matter how slowly you read them, they were soon engulfed by the rest of the day's news. That is the beauty of having them in a book. All the news has been pared away. The editorials, too.

—Verlyn Klinkenborg
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Though an official tally has never been taken, trout and salmon have dominated “Outdoors” columns from the beginning. The reason why is simple: anglers still can't figure out how to catch them, and need to explain themselves. Brown trout leisurely gulp mayflies for hours, eating what seems like every bug on the river—except the fly you painstakingly crafted to imitate each leg, wing, and antenna of the real thing. A twenty-five-pound Atlantic salmon continually rises at the tail-out of a slow pool, wags its tail once or twice, then glides back to its lie. Once—and only once—the salmon tilts its massive body upward for an extra second to consider with its pea-brain a fly you just cast three hundred times. Later, as the sun is setting, you reel up your line and declare, “It was a good day … I rose one.”

Clearly this demands justification. Those who have never spent eleven hours on a trout stream or salmon river want facts. “How can you stand there all day long and not catch anything?” they ask.

So you clear your throat and begin: “Well, you see, it was the barometer.” Or the water was too high, or too low, or too cold, or warm, or it turns out that Ephemerella cornutella was hatching and you mistakenly thought it was Isonychia sadleri, or the dog ate your waders. By this time your interrogator's eyes have long since glazed over—or perhaps even shut completely.

But some know that trout and salmon happen to live in some of the most heartbreakingly beautiful places on the planet. This smaller group needs less of an explanation than a reaffirmation. They want to smell hemlocks again. They need to feel river mud squishing under the felt soles of their waders. They long to hear a hermit thrush singing just before the first bats of the night appear above a riffle. They nod knowingly and understand. To them, you don't need to explain a thing, but they relish every word nonetheless.
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BY NICK LYONS

[image: ]T IS WINTER when I turn on the faucet; despite the ice and snow, water flows easily for as long as I like, ending its cold trip from wildness to what we call civilization. I watch for a moment, stunned by this rush of clear liquid I've seen ten thousand times before, then twist the faucet until the flow diminishes and stops. The water may have begun on some remote hillside, but it has come directly from a city reservoir not a mile from my apartment or one no more than twenty miles upcountry.

I once fished in such a nearby body of water, unceremoniously called “Reservoir 3,” chiefly because friends from Brooklyn had it on good authority that the Canadian exhibit at the old Madison Square Garden Sportsman's Show dumped their Atlantic salmon and ouananiche (pronounced wah-NAH-nish) there. We were mad to catch ouananiche.

We had seen them at the show—long, brilliantly spotted, with a bright reddish hue. There was something magical, exotic, about their name. We had been bred on silvery trout, fresh from a hatchery, and these creatures absolutely exuded wildness. We tried desperately, fruitlessly, for three years to extract even one from Reservoir 3—and in the end we had to settle for messes of crappie.

[image: ]

If you follow the liquid trail beyond such reservoirs—usually north, often joined by canals, pipeways, sluices of man-made rivers to other reservoirs—you will find that in each, successively, the water is colder, the fish more beautiful. Crappie, bluegill, and perch give way to smallmouth bass, which, in turn, at higher elevations, become brown and rainbow trout.

The reservoirs, man-made, can provide fine sport, and so can the various waterways between them. In one such river, fed by one reservoir and running only three miles into another, I did most of my early trout fishing. It did not feel artificial to me. I was a city kid and almost all flowing water was manna then; and the trout, mostly stocked a few weeks earlier, for years brought us excitement—especially when we took a larger fish, one held over from the previous season. But we caught no ouananiche.

Above the last reservoir, something else happens: the water is colder, wilder, mysterious. In one headwaters creek I know, high in the Catskills, the gradient steep and riffles thin, everything is untouched by civilization. There was logging here a hundred years ago; telephone wires connect a remote wildlife manager's cabin to the nearest town; now and again some kids walk in, leaving their bikes three miles below. It's wilderness, all right—as good as you'll find this side of Labrador.

[image: ]

In spring spate, the river rises ten feet and takes everything in its path; in high summer, its flow oozes between exposed boulders and becomes as clear as water from the tap. The place is overhung with hemlock, willow, and birch, so that the alley of the river is intimate, shady. I have walked up there, skipping from stone to stone when the summer heat is up, in sneakers, looking for pockets large enough to hold a trout or two.

There are such pools and runs and undercut banks, and a dry fly pitched into them will bring a quick, eager spurt of water. These trout are not selective feeders; they are thoroughgoing opportunists and will take a Christmastree of a Royal Coachman as quickly as they'll take a fallen ant. Once I saw a big yellow stonefly fluttering over one of the larger pools, switched to a No. 6 Stimulator, and caught a ten-incher, a prize in these small waters.

These are wild brook trout—five, six, sometimes eight inches, on rare occasions a foot long. They have flanks as smooth as an otter's skin, a dark mottled back, rose marks the color of wild strawberries, and striped fins. They wiggle like live jewels when you hoist them out of the water.

Greedy and wanton to their near extinction, vulnerable, full of a wildness that cannot protect itself, these fish are the ultimate symbol of piscatorial wildness, and it delights me to catch a dozen on barbless hooks and slip them swiftly back into their element. When I first climbed to the fountainhead of all city water and saw them, I stopped thinking of exotic Canadian fish and knew I had found a quiet place that satisfied all my longings.

Little do these diminutive flashes of light and color know the fate, downriver, of the precious, pure liquid in which they flourish. Little do they care—so long as it is there, so long as the great cities do not drink them into extinction. They are beautiful, rare creatures that dance in my head and I think of them even now, in the dead of winter, every time I turn on and turn off the faucet. (February 22, 1996)
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BY PETE BODO

[image: ]NDES, N. Y.—The water swirling gently at the base of the muscular willow crowding the brook was the color of pea soup, and so deep that the bottom was invisible—a feature so dramatic on this small ribbon of water that it qualified as an authentic “honey hole.” This is the angler's catchphrase for one of those rare, reliable places that always hold fish but are usually surrounded by a few opportunistic nimrods as well.

But this time it was different. Although it was an ideal afternoon for fishing in the Catskills, whose proliferation of valleys and hollows formed the original cradle of United States fly-fishing, the only other angler on the entire eight-mile length of this tributary to the Pepacton Reservoir was my friend and fishing companion Glyn Vincent. Another friend, Jean Kormos, a Manhattan tailor, had joined us as well, but only to study the elaborate stitching in the leaves of various riparian plants.

We were fishing on one of those warm, sunshot days of spring—a time when lime-green skunk cabbage shoots up through the leaf fodder and seems to bloom right before your eyes—on the retired farm of Bob and Francis Stevens.

Although absent, Bob was ably represented by the family's adorable but coyote-shy dog, a shepherd mix named Belle. She enthusiastically romped along the hay meadow at the edge of the brook, proudly toting whatever object had last caught her attention, including at one point a rusted old Genesee beer can. This is, after all, the ungentrified side of the Catskills.

[image: ]

A flicker of gold at the shallow edge of the honey hole, a spooked trout, got me all juiced up. Honey holes are reliable because long after the robust flows of spring subside, they offer trout cool refuge and an acceptable volume of water.

Brooks are the capillaries that feed the arteries, or streams, that become the veins, or rivers, in the complex body of a watershed. They are usually lovely and always fragile environments: the aquatic counterparts of Fabergé eggs. They are at their best from April through May, impetuously tumbling over boulders, rushing through hemlock-shaded gorges, and sliding along undercut banks, drawing volume from snowmelt and spring runs leaching out copious amounts of groundwater.

Come summer, a brook becomes a shadow of its former self and a place of considerable mystery. Its cold waters, reduced to a mere trickle, often disappear for long stretches into the labyrinth of underground channels gouged out by heavy water in better times. Researchers at Penn State University have found that at the peak of summer, some trout will go underground, as it were, to survive. It's a touching thought, and thankfully nobody harasses the fish in that difficult period.

In fact, few people bother to fish brooks at all, at any time, and those most inclined to look down their noses at brooks are avid fly-fishers. The appeal of brooks is diminished by their diminutive size. You have to walk, scramble, and climb, often far from the road, to fish them. You rarely get to cast in any meaningful sense on a brook. The paucity of food in most brooks makes the trout indiscriminate, so you can throw all of that matching-the-hatch mumbo-jumbo right out the window. And the movie version of the angling experience in brooks would probably be called Honey, I Shrunk the Trout.

But brook fish are tiny bundles of glory, with a noble tale to tell. They represent the last vestiges of the only trout indigenous to the Catskills, the eastern brook trout, a jewel of a fish with an olive back, orange and yellow spots, and elegant, ivoryedged fins. “Brookies” can exist only in the purest and coldest of waters, and the stocks of these fish, in literally hundreds of miles of small waters, are not only living reminders of a despoiled natural heritage, but also as indigenous, wild fish they remind us of who we are and where we came from. They are the ghosts in the industrial-age fishing-for-recreation machine.

I looked upstream, just in time to see Glyn flick his rod upward. A six-inch brookie flashed in the sunlight, and fell back into the brook, free. I returned to my own problem. Fishing a brook can be maddening, in the same way as changing clothing in a telephone booth is for anyone except Superman. I had to figure out a way to drop and direct a weighted beadhead nymph into the honey hole by poking my rod tip through the budding pussy willows and alders guarding it.

[image: ]

On three successive attempts, the fly got entangled in the brush or wrapped around the overhead boughs. Honey holes may be reliable, but they aren't always easy. While I was unmaking my last mess, with the rod resting on the bank behind me, Belle got her legs entangled in my fly line and spooked. I heard the tip snap off. The dog returned, with her tongue hanging out and a goofy, apologetic grin on her face.

The rod was worth a few hundred bucks, but the experience of fishing a small brook again was not merely frustrating, it was priceless. (April 30, 2000)
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BY VERLYN KLINKENBORG

[image: ]NLY A HANDFUL of the books first published in London in the sober year of 1653 are still read today, even by scholars. And only one of that year's first editions has gone on, over the next three and a half centuries, to be reprinted again and again and to find new readers every year.

That book is Izaak Walton's The Compleat Angler; or, The Contemplative Man's Recreation: Being a Discourse of Fish and Fishing, Not Unworthy the Perusal of Most Anglers.

There is hardly any assessing how different our world is from Walton's. From today's perspective, 1653 looks like a vastly simpler time, if only because “there were fewer lawyers,” as Walton puts it. But simplicity is always deceiving. The Compleat Angler was published just four years after England had beheaded its king and brought civil war to an end under the Puritan rule of Oliver Cromwell.

Yet what Walton asks is simply this: “Is it not an art to deceive a Trout with an artificial Fly?” He asks it not as a scholar of angling, sitting in a musty room filled with old books and tackle, but in the persona of Piscator, the fisherman, who teaches Venator, the hunter, how to fish during a beautiful outing in May. And what makes Walton interesting even now is that the art of being an angler was far more complex in his day than it is in ours.

Walton's kind of fisherman had to be able to discourse on Pliny and to quote St. Augustine and to consider the analogies between his art and that of the fishers of men who were called Apostles.

His angler needed to be able to sing as well as bait a hook or tie a fly. He should revel in the pleasures of the countryside and the companionship of other anglers. Venator soon qualifies as a fisherman not just because he catches fish but also because he has a genuine delicacy of soul.

“Let's go to that house,” Venator says at the end of the day, “for the linen looks white, and smells of lavender, and I long to lie in a pair of sheets that smell so.” If, to us, Piscator sounds didactic and a little long-winded—praising water, for instance, because it allows the English to travel easily to Rome—Venator's patience is only magnified as a result.

It is indeed an art to deceive a trout with an artificial fly, now as well as then. But by “art” Walton means something much more inclusive than technique. As the two men walk along in the shade of a honeysuckle hedge, Piscator turns from the technical matter of painting a fly rod to a question of much greater importance: thankfulness. Fishing may be a contemplative person's recreation, but it's even more fitting for a person who has also taught himself to be thankful. Piscator's byword, in a world full of suffering, is simply this: “Every misery that I miss is a new mercy.”

To tie your own flies, gather your own bait, make your own tackle, to sing well, to quote learnedly, to know the seasons of the trout and which winds are preferable for fishing, to love the scent of lavender in an ale-house window, to fish thankfully—these are just the beginnings of the angler's duties, in Walton's eyes. He lived in a time when a fisherman might hate otters, still common then, for destroying trout. But even Walton knew that the love of his sport meant, first of all, a care for nature, which we believe too often, at our peril, can take care of itself. “I remember,” he wrote, “that a wise friend of mine did usually say, ‘That which is everybody's business is nobody's business.’” Our business, after all this time has passed, is still to learn from Walton. (May 24, 2003)
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BY ERNEST SCHWIEBERT

[image: ]HINGS SOMETIMES COME together in moments of tranquillity, and small epiphanies seem unusually welcome these days. I watched with a sense of wonder as a mature doe dropped a fawn beside a dead tree felled in a winter storm, less than thirty yards behind the house.

The doe has been a regular pilgrim in recent years, foraging patiently in our woods, and resting in the sun among the boulders. It was early and rather cool, and the doe had quietly anticipated her calving time in a sheltered place exposed to the morning sun.

Her breakfast miracle was a translucent sac that seemed to enclose a loose bundle of kindling, but it stirred and moved, until the fawn's gangling legs worked free. It seemed all wetness and spindle-leggedness at first, unable to raise itself, its spotted pelt slippery with mucus and blood. It tried to stand and failed. Its tiny head was high, and it struggled to stand, only to collapse like a house of cards, as its mother began to wash it vigorously. Its efforts to walk were comic, all legs and no direction, and it seemed wobbly and frail. The mother washed the baby several times. Its ears were up, sampling a universe of unfamiliar sounds. The mother withdrew to rest beside the deadfall, as her fawn explored the strange new place it had unwillingly entered, until it finally settled to doze in the winter leaves.

It was a potsherd of magic.

We have witnessed a green winter in the foothill ridges above Princeton, New Jersey, and this unpredictable spring has remained quixotic and dour. I went fishing again, hoping a premature fawn might be evidence that the season had regained its equilibrium. It was a warm morning, with no wind and few clouds, but it had been 34 degrees during the night.

[image: ]

Brodhead Creek, in northeast Pennsylvania, proved surprisingly void, 45 degrees when I started to fish, and my toes soon ached. But its temperature had climbed to 58 before I finally started home. I had caught and released seven trout, but had captured them with too many flies to have resolved the minor conundrums at hand.

Fish and aquatic insects have no body temperatures of their own and are at the mercy of stream temperatures to regulate their metabolisms. Neither trout nor aquatic insects cope well with steep variations in barometric pressure and temperature, and neither seem particularly fond of such bright, cloudless days. Most anglers will agree that dull weather, with a steady barometer and veiled in misting rain, is optimal unless it is simply too wintry and raw.

“Why do fish and fly hatches seem to come better with a little rain?” I once asked a boyhood mentor in the Catskills.

“They're already cold and wet,” he replied. “They don't mind a little more.”

Our Appalachian spring has been late this year, and stream insects usually found emerging had still not appeared last week. Yellow-bodied Ceratopsyche sedges have begun to trickle off in modest numbers, but fish are still not taking them well, and the yellow-bodied Ephemerella mayflies called Pale Evening Duns have not yet arrived. These are bellwether species that precede the most theatrical aquatic hatches of the trout-fishing year.

Other caddis flies are also important in late spring and early summer. Perhaps the most notable are medium-sized specimens of the green-bodied genus called Rhyacophila, and the plentiful slate-winged sedges of the somber Psilotreta clan. Old soft-hackled Yorkshire patterns like the Partridge and Green, and the Partridge and Olive, are workable imitations.

But the last few weeks of spring usually surrender a cornucopia of important mayflies, and their hatchings and twilight egg-layings are just cause for celebration.

Few are more important than the closely related genera Stenonema and Stenacron. These are rather large mayflies with handsome mottled wings, and anglers have given them names like March Brown, Gray Fox, and Light Cahill. The first two seem to emerge sporadically, between late morning and afternoon, in sufficient numbers to trigger rises of trout, and after they have been hatching steadily, fish seem to watch for them. Anglers may fish imitations at random with reasonable success. Light Cahills are mostly evening hatches, and large mating swarms of all three mayflies are typically encountered at twilight.

Other pale Ephemerella flies also appear at twilight in late spring, and there is another small species that most anglers describe as the Pale Sulfur. There are morning hatches called Blue Winged Olives, and the primary species involved include Ephemerella cornuta and the slightly smaller Ephemerella cornutella. The timing of their emergences is governed by air temperatures the night before. Cold nights result in late-morning hatches, while warm nights mean fly-fishers should expect to find the Olives before breakfast. Mating choreography occurs in early evening, and their small blackish-olive spinners usually fall spent at nightfall.

Perhaps the most theatrical Eastern hatch is the large mayfly that fly-fishers call the Green Drake. Its taxonomic name is Ephemera guttulata, and it is a unique late-spring species indigenous only to Eastern trout streams.

There is no mistaking Green Drakes on the water or climbing toward the trees through the gathering darkness. Their wings are mottled and olivaceous on mountain fisheries of acidic water chemistry, but are more yellowish and less darkly mottled on the lime-rich streams of central Pennsylvania. Such flies are clearly a mouthful, and even trophy fish relish them.

Freshly hatched specimens molt in the riparian foliage for two to three days, and return utterly transformed. The crystalline wings are rather heavily mottled with ebony, with an olive cast, while the abdomens are chalky white. Anglers call them Coffin Flies. On streams where they are plentiful, twilight mating swarms still gather thick as blizzards. Trout will gorge once these large spinners complete their aerial mating.

Some streams are no longer graced with fishable populations of the Green Drake. The Brodhead once surrendered them in great numbers, and its populations were known for darkly blotched wings of a particularly intense olive. But their burrowing nymphs are found in benthic silts, and both sediment and the Green Drakes were brutally displaced in the summer hurricane flood of 1955. They have never returned in fishable numbers.

Other storied fly hatches appear at the threshold of summer, and no list would be complete without mayflies of the genus Isonychia. Their nymphs are fast-water dwellers with the agility of acrobats, hopscotching brashly from stone to stone and traveling in the benthic drift. Some taxonomists say the genetic codes of Isonychia sadleri and Isonychia bicolor are virtually the same, but knowledgeable anglers know that they differ in size and color and seldom hatch at the same times, and that separate fly patterns are required to imitate them.

Isonychia sadleri is larger and has a dull reddish body, while Isonychia bicolor is a dour grayish sepia. The nymphal stages are easily separated. The mature nymphs of Isonychia sadleri have a white axial stripe running their entire length, while the nymphs of Isonychia bicolor have stripes reaching from their heads to the midpoints of their bodies.

[image: ]

These are important fly hatches of early summer and are most commonly encountered at twilight, with their egg-laying spinners falling at dark. Sporadic emergences of Isonychia bicolor will continue throughout the summer, with substantive broods in September, but their principal emergences are obviously concentrated in late spring and early summer.

Such hatches are a prelude to the fullness of summer itself and its doldrums of low water, when aquatic insects and their diurnal timing are completely different, and virtually everything astream will be changed.

The British soldier and poet Rupert Brooke was a fisherman whose generation was decimated in Flanders and on the Somme. He witnessed both war and the bountiful chalk-stream weeks of early summer firsthand, and celebrated its cornucopia of plenty in the poem “Heaven” before his death in 1915.


Fish (fly-replete, in depth of June,
Dawdling away their wat'ry noon).



(June 8, 2003)
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BY STEPHEN SAUTNER

[image: ]ANCOCK, N. Y.—It was the kind of day when, if the stars have aligned and you have been especially good, the Fishing Gods will smile and mayflies and caddis flies will hatch all day on the upper Delaware River.

Jim Leedom and I spotted the first rise at ten-thirty, followed by another, and then another. We quickly gathered fishing gear from our campsite, then slid our canoe into the river for a short paddle to the far bank, where the snouts of large trout poked through the surface at the tail-out of a deep pool.

We beached the boat and walked quietly downstream along the grassy shoreline. Small caddis, the size and color of brown rice kernels, danced and skipped along the river. Periodically one would vanish in an audible slurp of a rising trout. Perhaps eight fish had gathered to feed along the tail-out, stationing themselves in various lies.

With several targets to choose from, Jim set up ten yards below me, aiming at a particularly splashy riser. I picked out two fish feeding side by side some forty feet into the main current.

Unlike most trout streams in the East, where a reasonable cast with a reasonable fly often prompts a rise, fishing in the Delaware takes the kind of patience one might associate with cracking a safe. Sometimes it takes a dozen fly changes, lengthening one's leader to cobweb-thin tippet, or even crossing the river for just the right drift to provoke even a look from a fish. Other times, the right combination is never found, and you finally wander away after dark with the sounds of trout still rising and splashing everywhere.

[image: ]

My first few drifts with a size-16 elk-hair caddis went ignored, even though the two trout continued to rise freely. Each fish would come up about every twenty seconds and leisurely suck down another caddis fly, sending rings that seemed to push my own imitations out of the way. Several times, the farther of the two fish porpoised to grab a struggling caddis, revealing the broad, dark back of what was clearly a very large brown trout. By the end of the first half hour of casting vainly to this huge, rising fish, I began calling it the Horse.

Suddenly Jim yelled out, and I glanced downriver to see his rod bent deeply and a big brown in midleap. He chased after it, appearing smaller and smaller as the trout took him farther downstream. Finally, two hundred yards away, he beached the fish, then briefly held it up for me to see. When he returned, he had that glazed, contented look of an angler who had just released a very nice trout. “Twenty inches,” he said, almost out of breath. “Took a March Brown.”

For the uninitiated, March Browns are meaty mayflies many times larger than caddis.

After I congratulated Jim, I went back to the business at hand. Perhaps the Horse or his smaller cousin (the Pony?) would like
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