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  Snows of Yesteryear

  ————————

  Back to Berchtesgaden, September 1988


  
    Where are beauty’s smiles and tears?


    And where the snows of other years?

  


  —Francois Villon


  September in the Berchtesgadener Alps is almost always glorious—cloudless blue days and clear nights, the stars so close you can reach them with a flip cast. But when Gus and I pulled up in front of the Berchtesgadener Hof, a cold rain was falling and the mountains were a distant fantasy somewhere beyond the low overcast. Still, with months of anticipation and hundreds of miles of Autobahn behind us, the weather did little to dampen our mood. When we stepped out of the car the air had the clean smell of rainfall in high country.


  Conceived in the glow of VDTs and fluorescent lights, the trip was the product of office dreams and meticulous planning. Equipment had been carefully considered and collected, from backpacks and fishing rods down to boots, socks, and insect repellent. But from the beginning the most important consideration was timing. After going around and around on it for the better part of a week we had settled on late September. Vacation mobs and summer squalls would be long gone and the first snows should be at least a month away. It would be a fitting end to the trout season, which closed September 30.


  To a pair of Rhine Valley work hostages, a handful of sun-spangled days spent hiking, fishing, and exploring the mountains seemed a perfect soul strengthener for the coming flannel gray German winter. For weeks we talked about the glories of Altweibersommer (literally “old-wives’ summer,” equivalent to our Indian summer) in the Alps, and we repeated the Bavarians’ chauvinistic Austria joke: “The white blue sky laughs over Bavaria. The whole world laughs over Austria.” (Ueber Bayern lacht der weissblauer Himmel. Ueber Oesterreich lacht die ganze Welt.)


  “It’s gonna be great, Norm,” Gus said. “That beautiful Alpine sun, milkmaids and cowbells in the meadows, and plenty of that great Bavarian beer!”


  For me the interlude would also be a trip back in time. Nearly twenty years before, putting part of my college-loan money to what I knew was a better use than paying for semester hours, I had hopped an Icelandic Airlines Constellation to Luxembourg during winter break and had set out to make the best use of a Eurailpass. Berchtesgaden’s jagged peaks and twisting valleys had been a high point of my mini-Bildungsreise, but I had not been back since.


  At eight A.M. on departure day I obsessively rechecked our gear while Gus leaned against the car smoking one last cigarette. “I think we prolly got enough,” he laughed. The back of the station wagon was packed halfway to the roof.


  We hit the road like Kerouac and Cassady but soon turned into Laurel and Hardy. Two hours from home, on the Autobahn outside Ulm, the engine began making a loud noise, then started to smoke. Gus was driving in the passing lane, so it took about ten seconds to get over into the right lane, then another four or five to pull out of the traffic and onto the shoulder—just in time for the final klunk. We got out and opened the hood to find an oil-spattered engine block and a smoking hole where the oil cap should have been. We looked at each other, at the packed car and just stood there with the speed-limitless traffic roaring by a few feet away.


  Because a stupid or careless mechanic had forgotten to replace the cap, all the oil had sprayed out. The “idiot light” had lived up to its name and flashed its warning too late, seconds before the engine seized up.


  I walked to an emergency call box while Gus waited by the car, and a half-hour later we rode the tow truck into Ulm ahead of our dead Passat. In the meantime we made a pact to put the comical disaster behind us and make the most of the situation.


  We took a couple of hours to explore the city: strolling along the Danube, stopping at a kiosk for a hard roll and Wurst washed down with beer, and gazing upward at the Gothic cathedral, most of which was covered in scaffolding for renovation.


  We quickly found out how relentlessly the city markets itself as Albert Einstein’s birthplace: postcards, brochures, guidebooks. Near the granary museum I posed in front of Juergen Goetz’s worshipfully irreverent fountain sculpture of the famous physicist as a snail with the earth for a shell, perched atop a rocket, his eyes popping and tongue out a la the famous poster.


  When we finally changed cars and transferred gear, we had lost half a day from our carefully planned schedule. Neither of us really cared.


  Gus was one of the most upbeat people I knew and by the time we got back on the road the blown engine was already just another travel anecdote. Soon, so was Bavaria’s laughing, white blue sky. Looming ahead and then closing in over us as we drove farther south was a frowning, dishwater-dun cloud blanket.


  It was drizzling when we turned off the Autobahn and onto the narrow, winding local Route 21. In Bad Reichenhall the balconies and shop windows were wet and streaked, the geraniums in the window boxes dripping. At a crosswalk, an old woman stepped carefully over the gutter, umbrella tilted into the wind.


  But in another few minutes the road was climbing, climbing, and then descending the pass at Hallthurm, and despite the rain and gray came the feeling of entering a special place, a place apart, that I had first felt riding in on the train in the snows of 1969.


  ***


  As its name implies, Berchtesgadener Land is a realm unto itself, a refuge and a natural redoubt with mountain ranges for walls. Surrounded on three sides by Austria (it lies directly south from Salzburg), this tiny bulge in the southern German border was once a semi-independent principality ruled by a prince bishop. Over the centuries its geography and political traditions spawned a quirky, skeptical streak that broke down badly only once. Even today the residents consider themselves not just Germans or Bavarians—and, of course, not Austrians—but Berchtesgadener.


  For more than a hundred years, since the early days of mass tourism, Berchtesgaden has drawn an international mix of visitors. Its lodestone is not history, heritage, or national allegiance but natural beauty, much of it now protected within Berchtesgaden National Park.


  It is a region dominated by mountains, some with whimsical or ominous-sounding names: Untersberg, Jenner, Toter Mann (Dead Man), Grosser Teufelshorn (Big Devil’s Horn), Grosser Hundstod (Big Dog’s Death). This is a craggy, montane landscape where mini-glaciers and ice caves tucked into far-high corners hide pockets of perennial winter—ice and gneiss eternal.


  These are the postcard Alps—jagged ridgelines sloping down to pastures and evergreen forests; verdant valleys; onion-domed churches and steep-roofed chalets. On the streets you really can spot women in dirndls, men in knee breeches and loden jackets. Dominating the skyline and the consciousness are the twin spires of the Watzmann, the area’s unofficial emblem.


  But Berchtesgadener Land is also a region of waters, of glacial freshets and cobbled streams and Alpine lakes, a dynamic micro-hydrosphere amid the stone-and-ice Berglandschaft. Five miles south of town, the Watzmann’s sheer east wall plunges into Lake Koenigsee’s fiordlike depths; six miles to the west, the Hintersee and Taubensee mirror the Hochkalter’s rocky hump and the dark firs of the Enchanted Forest (Zauberwald). Farther above are the high-mountain lakes: Obersee, Funtensee, Gruensee—drops of liquid topaz among the crags. Like high, cold waters the world over, many of them hold trout.


  ***


  After Gus and I checked into the hotel, I did what any fisherman would do: headed for the water. Koenigsee’s outlet stream, the Berchtesgadener Ache, flows through town and out past the salt mine before tumbling down toward Mozart’s hometown—Salzburg—and its confluence with the Salzach. Not far from the train station it washes over a bed of large stones and spills under the main road bridge before deepening into a large pool.


  On an icy January afternoon nineteen years before, I had stopped on the bridge to kiss the first girl I loved and watch the trout holding in the current near the pilings. Afterward, we hiked up in the early darkness to the stone church with its snowy graveyard. The clerestory windows gave off a yellow gold glow that stood out against the blackening sky, and in the graveyard the crosses and monuments were mounded high with snow that softened their hard edges.


  As we climbed back down the icy steps to town, the church bells began to ring, sharp and clear. We did not want to splurge on a restaurant, so we bought a loaf of crusty white bread and a half kilo of Emmentaler cheese, and walked back to the guest house in the deepening chill.


  Now, standing in a drizzling rain, I remembered how she laughed that I stopped to watch the fish; how the still, cold air prickled the nostrils, little white puffs of breath drifting out over the river, then our cold noses touching, the warmth of our mingled lips. And later, the first few pinprick stars showing over the mountains, the new snow that came in the night and covered the bottle of wine we left on the balcony.


  There were still trout beneath the bridge, thick-bodied browns and rainbows that held themselves effortlessly in the slow water where the river spilled down over the rocks into the big pool. Nineteen years was about one human generation. How many trout generations had passed? I wondered.


  ***


  Back at the hotel I pulled off my poncho in the entryway and shook off the water under the awning. I went upstairs and put away my gear and knocked on Gus’s door. “Come on in, Norm, the door’s open,” he said.


  He was putting flim canisters into plastic shopping bags. When he finished he squeezed out the air, tied the ends, and tucked them into the outside pocket of his shoulder bag. “Boy, I sure hope this rain stops,” Gus said, “or I’ll need an underwater camera.” We both laughed.


  “Yeah, they didn’t tell us all that famous Bavarian sunshine was the liquid kind.”


  “Did you call Ted?” Gus asked.


  “Not yet. Let’s do It now.”


  Ted Hassinger was an American who had lived in Berchtesgaden for three years. I had been given his name by an acquaintance who said Ted could tell us “everything you need to know, and then some.”


  When I had phoned him a few weeks before, he was full of enthusiasm. “Call me when you get in,” he said, “I’ll give you the whole scoop over Jaegerschnitzel and Helles.”


  This time I reached him as he was about to leave the office. We arranged to meet at a pub restaurant around the corner from the hotel, and an hour later he showed up on his bike, face and hair streaming with rainwater but otherwise none the worse for the weather. Clad in Gore-Tex and Lycra under a rain poncho, Ted looked like an ad for the healthy mountain life.


  We shook hands and ducked into the light and warmth of the smoky pub, where a half- dozen people greeted Ted as we made our way to a table. Soon we were quaffing three tall Helles and planning for tomorrow. Gus and I had heard the forecast—more of the same. But Ted was unrelentingly upbeat about the wait-a-minute Alpine climate, and the prospects got brighter with each beer. By the time we wiped up the last of the mushroom sauce from our Jaegerschnitzel, hopes were on their way to expectations.


  “Anyway, Ted said, “there’s plenty to see and do whatever the weather.” In the morning we would hike the Jenner.


  ***


  At breakfast the overcast was down around the hotel eaves, but Gus still had plenty of his usual “there-must-be-a-pony-somewhere-in-this-manure-pile” good cheer.


  “Well Norm, looks like we’re in for another adventure,” he said.


  Like many people who’d had tough early years, Gus’s optimism was partly gratefulness for the positive turn his life had taken. Born in Frankfurt a few years before World War II, he had seen the city bombed to rubble around him as a small boy and, later, had suffered through the privation of the postwar years. At seventeen, when an offer to sponsor his U.S. immigration visa came from a family friend in the Midwest (a Jewish man who had fled the Nazis), Gus jumped at the chance.


  He had never looked back and was now more American than any native. The only reminder of his birth citizenship was a slight speech anomaly—not an accent exactly but a way he elided some words, missed certain letters (like Rs that followed vowels). On the road he was always considerate and his jokes, anecdotes, and observations about life made the travel time pass quickly.


  Unlike Gus and Ted, my outlook tended toward the Eeyorian. As I gazed outside at the rain and fog, the idea of heading farther up into the mountains and weather seemed a down-current snag in a mindscape of riffles and rising trout. But, of course, Gus and I were tough and game. After breakfast we finished stuffing our packs and headed out to hook up with Ted.


  He met us at the foot of the Jenner wearing shorts below his poncho and a grin above. The overcast had lifted a little, and we could see partway up the mountain. The rain, however, had not let up.


  “It’s sparkling white up on top,” Ted said.


  “Snow?” Gus asked.


  “Yeah, that’s what they say. Above fifteen hundred meters.”


  Gus looked at me and laughed. “Hea we go,” he said. “We’ll prolly get caught in a blizzad and be snowed in foa the winta.”


  “Yeah, it’ll make a great story in the spring,” I said. “ ‘Frozen Bodies of Two Americans Found atop Jenner.’ ”


  The situation was funny and we would make the best of it, but we had planned an Indian summer interlude, not an endurance trek. With the rain dripping off my hood, my mind was on the trout holding below the bridge and the sun somewhere above the clouds.


  On the way up the mountain the rain changed to sleet around the fourteen-hundred-meter mark, and a thin frosted layer began to show on trees, rocks and meadows. Higher still, evergreen branches sagged under heavy, wet loads; when we climbed out of the forest, the landscape was bare and nearly white, whipped by a cross-mountain wind.


  “I guess this is the famous ‘weissblauer Himmel,’ ” Gus said, squinting into the driving snow.


  An hour later we stamped the snow from our boots and stepped into the warmth of the Carl von Stahlhaus, one of the hundreds of Berghuetten that dot the German-speaking Alpine regIon.


  With its implication of small, rude shelters, the English translation—“mountain huts”—is deceptively inadequate. These high-altitude guesthouses may sleep upward of a hundred, and most offer food, beverages, and indoor plumbing.


  When our feet and hands had thawed, we ate bowls of steaming goulash and black bread (Bauernbrot) with half a dozen other storm refugees. Afterward, our stomachs full and faces flushed with heat from the kitchen, the storm was no longer an ordeal but just local weather, outside and beyond us. We kicked back in the dining room with brown half-liter bottles of beer, exchanging thumbnail bios and putting off heading upstairs to the unheated bunk room.


  Ted retraced for us his convoluted trail to Berchtesgaden. Growing up in The Big Easy, he had known a boyhood of jazzy urban lifestyles and floodplain geography. It was a world circumscribed by water and watery land: marshes, lowlands, swamps, bayous, and levees. But after graduating as a communications major from the University of New Orleans he had set out on a transatlantic adventure—and never gone home. He had criss-crossed the Continent from the North Sea to the Riviera, from the Aegean to Brittany. But it was in Bavaria that he fell in love with a landscape as different from the Mississippi delta as the dark side of the moon. And there he stayed.


  After starting out as a bowling-alley attendant, Ted had worked his way up to assistant press liaison for the Armed Forces Recreation Centers. He organized and led groups and press crews bent on skiing, hiking, biking, and exploring the Alps. Ted was in the mountains when the nights turned cool and the cows ambled down from summer pastures in a festive procession, bells a-clang. He was there when the season’s first real snowfall covered the Jenner’s slopes. He was there when the days lengthened again toward the solstice, when riots of wildflowers filled the high meadows. Seldom was he office bound.


  “I can’t believe I get paid for it,” Ted laughed.


  Sometimes he did miss New Orleans—family, Cajun food. “But I’d never live there,” he said. “I found that if I’m not near mountains, I’m not happy.”


  When the candles melted down to wax remnants on the rough-pine table, and our last beers were drained to the dregs, we climbed the stairs into the chill and zipped ourselves into sleeping bags.


  Later, lying in the dark, the wind howling around the eaves, I saw again the stream and the bridge with the fish holding beneath it. Sunlight played off the water and the trout rose to canary yellow mayflies that drifted, drifted down, spinning on little circular currents with their sailboat wings before disappearing in a splash. Dreams and expectations, I knew. Nineteen years before, there had been others. Many others.


  Down the long row of bunks somebody coughed in his sleep, and the sound echoed off the log walls.


  ***


  We met in Luxembourg, she returning from a semester in India, I a first-time transatlantic tourist, callow and wide-eyed. Hand in hand we explored castles, cafées, and cobblestone lanes under the leaden skies, fog, and drizzle of the Low Country winter. As for all young lovers with eyes only for each other, the weather was no misfortune of fate, merely an inconsequential backdrop. But finally we headed south.


  For most of a day we rode through a landscape of pigments brown and gray: drab postwar cities, soggy winter forests, and muddy fields. Finally the train began climbing into the Alps—up, up through the dismal, gray soup and out into sunshine and snow and high blue skies. And that is where we stayed. In the next two weeks we stopped in Lucerne, Interlaken, Zermatt.


  And Berchtesgaden.


  One day we hiked out of town to the salt mine, donning folk costumes to ride the tram into the Salzberg, the mountain filled with salt deposits millions of years old. With sunlight and snow-scape shrinking away behind, and ahead the dimly lit shaft, we laughed and lurched with the swaying cars.


  When the track ran out we climbed down and followed the guide farther into the tunnel to a low opening. As we came to it, the hole gaped black and empty, disappearing down, down into rock. Standing beside a narrow plank chute, the guide joked about who would lead the way into mysterious new regions.


  “Who will be the brave one?” he asked. “Who among us is the fearless leader?”


  We looked at each other and stepped to the front. To the young, the universe’s demons are feeble and few. The unseen future, its outcome beyond knowing, is thrilling and new and full of promise, the threat of danger or disappointment remote and unreal. For youth is risk, or it is no youth at all.


  We sat at the top of the chute—I in front, her hands around my waist and the others linked up behind—and off we pushed, sliding down into the blackness. “So first love possesses all the immediate temperamental assurance” Kierkegaard wrote. “It fears no danger, it defies the whole world.”


  I could not know then how it would end for us or that I would double my years before life’s circle time parade returned me to the place where first love was forever and all that mattered was another night in each others’ arms.


  Two, three, four seconds of rushing blackness and we shot out into a low, cavernous chamber, wanly lit. A moment later the guide slid down, nonchalant and legs crossed for effect, into the midst of laughter.


  We followed another tunnel, touching wetted fingertips to sparkling walls for a taste of ancient seas. Then came an eerie raft ride across a stygian salt lake and more twisting passageways. Finally we walked out of the mine, momentarily blinded, into the brilliant winter sunshine.


  Now, in the darkness alone, it was Schnee von gestern (snows of yesteryear)—long melted and trickled away downgrade into the broader flow. I rolled over in the hard bunk and went to sleep.


  ***


  When I woke, the view out the window was monochrome white. I slid farther down in the sleeping bag and pulled the drawstring tighter. I did not stick my head back out until Gus shouted.


  “Norm, you awake?”


  “Yeah, but I wish I was still asleep.” I could see my breath.


  “Yeah,” he laughed, “it still looks like a blizzad out theya.”


  “Hey great,” Ted said, “today we get to see how tough you guys really are.”


  In the breakfast room we joined the six other overnight guests talking quietly over coffee. We sat down and soon had steaming mugs in front of us. Next came baskets of hard rolls (Broetchen); plates of butter, Wurst, and cheese; a bowl of currant jam; and three soft-boiled eggs, jauntily upright atop blue-and-white porcelain egg cups. The eggs were soon topped, their whites and runny yolks were scooped out with tiny spoons, and the rest followed.


  “Good start to a snowy day,” Ted said.


  “Yeah,” Gus said, “but I don’t see anyone rushing out yet into the fresh air. See how they keep looking out the window?” He nodded toward another table. “I think that weissblauer Himmel’s still a little too weiss foa them.”


  When we stepped onto the porch the temperature was twenty-eight degrees. The snow was still coming down hard and a twenty-five-knot wind whipped it along the ridge in slanting lines that approached the horizontal. My gently rising trout seemed more than a few miles down the valley. They seemed a universe away. We shouldered our packs and stepped off the porch into the whiteout and ten inches of new snow.


  On our own, Gus and I might have walked into a dead-end ravine or off a cliff, but Ted was an old hand. We took it slowly, feeling our way with our boots. In places the drifts were knee deep, making for tricky going over scree and on some of the steeper inclines.


  As the trail switchbacked down, we got into the lee of the mountain out of the worst of the wind. The howling storm diminished to a mere heavy snowfall. We passed a tiny cabin, not much bigger than an outhouse and built of rough-sawn planks; heard a “Schi heil” and a laugh; and looked back to see an old woman in the doorway grinning and waving.


  When we got to the tree line it looked like a Christmas card: green and white, the lower fir boughs pressed against each other, tips touching the ground. The temperature had risen three or four degrees, and the snowflakes were heavy and wet. As we descended farther, the snow cover began to diminish and the wind died down to a whisper. Around the forty-three-hundred-foot mark, we walked out of the snow into sleety rain. Suddenly the ground was bare, and we began to encounter cows, now down from the high summer meadows. They stood impassive in the rain, with soggy hides and blank bovine stares.


  At a turn in the trail we stopped at a squat log hut, unshouldered our packs, and set them under the eaves. Ted stuck his head in the open door, shouted “Servus,” and ducked inside. A few seconds later he came out laughing, followed by a short, gnomish man with a ruddy face and Brillo Pad hair.


  “Herr Rasp,” Ted said, and we shook hands all around. Herr Rasp wore a rubber apron and boots, and he was sweating and grinning a mischievous grin that deepened his crow’s-foot wrinkles as it broadened. I couldn’t guess his age.


  “Herr Rasp would gladly offer us a little refreshment (‘wuerde uns gerne eine kleine Erfrischung anbieten’),” Ted said. Gus and I nodded, biting back smiles, and followed them back inside.


  We walked into a tiny kitchen with a washbasin and refrigerator. To the left was a closet-size bathroom, visible through a narrow doorway. To the right the hut opened up into a kind of great room, nearly dark because it had only one tiny window. But in a few seconds, after our eyes had adjusted, we could make out a cast-iron furnace topped by a copper kettle with coils and pipes and gauges sprouting from it. A clear liquid trickled from a half-inch plastic tube into a stainless-steel milk can on the floor. Heat radiating from the furnace filled the building. Now it was clear why Herr Rasp was sweating and kept his front door open on a sleety mountain day.


  Ted brought four small glasses from the kitchen, and Herr Rasp lifted a ladle from the wall, lowering it into the milk can to dip out a jiggerful for each of us. He kept the last glass for himself and hoisted it, grinning. “Servus,” he said.


  “Servus,” we answered in unison, then we all raised the glasses to our lips.


  Herr Rasp tossed his back in a single gulp, and Ted took his in two. Gus and I were more cautious, taking a couple of large sips before downing the rest. The liquid fire burned from mouth to stomach, releasing pungent, bitter fumes that rose into the nose and left a medicinal aftertaste. It took me a second to get my breath, but then we all started laughing. Herr Rasp reached out his hand for the glasses and, one by one, poured out another dose. Then we went around the corner to a table and chairs, and he told us his story and the story of Enzian Schnapps.


  Enzian, or mountain gentian, is a tough, slow-growing perennial herb that thrives in the thin Alpine soil and air, generally between four thousand and six thousand feet. Dairy farmers, noting their cows’ avoidance of the plant and its tendency to take over mountain pastures, consider it a noxious weed. But mountain gentian has long been prized by folk healers for its reputed medicinal properties. Although these days the Schnapps is marketed as an after-dinner bitters, not a medicine, it is anecdotally recommended as a cure for everything from nervousness to digestive disorders.


  It was probably monks who first mass-produced Enzian Schnapps, but in the early 17th century the Grassl family distillery, headquartered in Unterau, obtained the exclusive right to harvest the plant and distill Schnapps in the Berchtesgadener Alps.


  Rasp, a rough-hewn Berchtesgaden native, had operated the company’s mountain-hut distillery on the slopes of the Priesberg, the mountain just below the Jenner, for more than a generation. For up to two-and-a-half months each year—from early August to late October—he called the low-slung cabin home. During that time he shared it off and on with up to six root diggers (Wuerzelgraeber), who during the day ranged into the mountains with two-pronged hoes and at night crowded into the tiny bunkroom.


  Some of the diggers were old-timers who began wandering the mountain meadows as boys and now did it to supplement their pension checks. Many others were students. Herr Rasp showed us a postcard of local hero Peter Angerer, gold-medal winner in the biathlon at the 1984 Winter Olympics in Sarajevo. “He was one of our diggers,” he said. “Peter was a good one.”


  The Enzian harvest, Herr Rasp explained, began with the flowering of the plants and usually ended with the first major snowfall. For him, it was a time of the spruce and fir forests, of the deer and chamois and soaring eagles that inhabited the mountains. On many an autumn night he had heard the battles and bugling of the red stags in rut.


  He knew the Enzianhuette was really a quaint anachronism, producing only a token volume of Grassl’s yearly output. But Herr Rasp took his work seriously. Each year, he said, as long as he could (“so lange ich noch kann”), he would return to chop the bitter roots, mix them with yeast and spring water in the fermenting vat, watch and wait for ten or twelve days, distill the sourmash to Rohbrand (raw distillate), and repeat the distillation for Feinbrand.


  The Rohbrand’s potency, he told us, ranged from about 35 percent alcohol at the start of the distillation process to 5 percent at the end. But the first of the Feinbrand that trickled out of the cooling pipe topped 70 percent, an explosive 140 proof.


  Herr Rasp had not told us what we had been served, but I had my suspicions and he confirmed them with a sly smile: At 10:15 in the morning we were drinking Feinbrand As we drained our glasses he declaimed about the virtues of regular consumption—“Regelmaessig trinken, nicht uebermaessig,” (Drink regularly, but in moderation)—and from the way my head felt, it was clear this was the kind of medicine best administered in small doses.


  We shouldered our packs, shook hands all around, and—partially fortified, partially paralyzed—headed off down the mountain in the sleety rain. A hundred yards down the trail I looked back, and Herr Rasp was still watching us from the doorway.


  When we reached the valley there was no hint of the fierce snowstorm above. It was just another misty, gray day with a steady rain falling.


  ***


  Back in town we had time on our hands. The weather still precluded fishing, so we drove around to see some of the sights.


  In addition to natural beauty, Berchtesgaden touts many historical and cultural landmarks: cloisters, museums, castles, mountain chapels. But the region’s heritage has a side that many locals would just as soon forget.


  The Obersalzberg—the heights above the salt mine—now the site of a hotel, once echoed with the tramp of jackboots. From 1933 to 1945 the usually skeptical, independent-minded Berchtesgadener lost their heads as completely as the roaring, swastika-waving mobs in Nuernberg, Berlin, and Munich. For Berchtesgaden—a favorite haunt of Hitler’s from his early days as a street agitator—was the de facto summer capital of the Third Reich.


  Newsreels, home movies, and still photos show the Fuehrer hiking (resplendent in Lederhose), greeting adoring folk-costumed admirers, strolling with Mussolini, Goering, and Eva Braun against the backdrop of the mountains, joking with black-uniformed officers.


  In the early years of Nazi rule, the building complex on the Obersalzberg housed the Fuehrer’s living quarters, the mountain chancellery, and the barracks for his SS bodyguard. But the dictator’s wealthier sycophants, among them some of Germany’s leading industrialists, thought he deserved more. In 1939, for his fiftieth birthday, they presented him with the key to the Kehlsteinhaus, built high above the Obersalzberg, atop the rocky pinnacle of the Kehlstein. It would be an aerie for the supreme leader of the Master Race, the Uebermensch who was destined to rule the world.


  Painstakingly crafted of stone and reached by an elevator built into the mountain, this mountaintop retreat (dubbed the Eagle’s Nest by victorious American troops) is a wonder of German engineering. It was here that Hitler, sentimental soul that he was (he loved dogs and Aryan children), gazed out over the peaks of his native Austria (he was born a stone’s throwaway, over the mountains in Braunau) while planning bloody conquest and genocide.


  The mountains were shrouded in fog when Gus and I drove up the switchback road to the hotel. We went inside to get a cup of coffee in the dining room and to gaze out the picture window. But the view over the valley was a uniform, depthless gray. We might as well have been looking at a TV screen after the cable connection had gone out.


  Beneath the hotel lay a bunker complex blasted out of the mountain (but never quite completed) when the mighty Nazi war machine began sputtering and stalling on all fronts. The intricate tunnel network was to be a redoubt for the Fuehrer and his most fanatical SS followers. From their mountain stronghold they would orchestrate the Endkampf–the final battle against advancing Allied troops–like a Goetterdaemmerung.


  But in the end there was no glorious twilight of the gods, and the man whose name became the 20th century’s central metaphor for evil (“Because he lived, fifty million people died,” wrote The New York Times) died not like an eagle amid the mountains but like a rat underground in Berlin.


  With little to see above ground, Gus and I descended into the bunkers. Nineteen years before, full of the hubris and insouciant curiosity of youth, I had viewed the dimly lit concrete shafts as dramatic artifacts of a smashed empire. But now I felt a chill in the tunnels, one that was more than subterranean. We did not stay long in the cavernous maze haunted by murderous ghosts.


  The rain did not stop; the clouds did not lift. In the late afternoon, we visited a pub micro-brewery. Washing down potato salad and Weisswurst with the yeasty dark beer, I realized I would not fish the clear, tumbling streams of Berchtesgadener Land on this trip. They had been churned into brownish gray torrents, un-wadeable and virtually unfishable with a fly. But sometimes you can wait a long time for sunny days, and it is necessary to make the best of the rainy ones.


  Fishing can be a good antidote to thinking, and on this trip there had been too little of the one and too much of the other. Too many memories, too much planning, hoping, waiting. What was the cliché? You can’t push the river, only go with the flow? Nineteen years before, I could not make first love last. Nor could I now stop the rain.


  ***


  The next day we headed out in intermittent drizzle to the Hintersee, a thirty-seven-acre Alpine lake squeezed among the mountains west of Ramsau, at the beginning of the German Alpine Road (Deutsche Alpenstrasse). Unlike the streams, the tourist office had assured us, the lake was still glassklar (crystal clear). It was unaffected by the rain.


  The English translation of Hintersee is “the lake beyond” or “the lake behind.” The original connotation was probably “beyond the mountains,” but tucked into a moraine pocket at the foot of the eighty-five-hundred-foot Hochkalter, the lake is also beyond the urban stress of densely populated Europe, beyond the tourist kitsch, and beyond the traffic crush of other resorts.


  On a close, gray day it seemed beyond the rest of the world, a place zum nachdenken—to contemplate: the end of trout fishing for another year; triumphs, letdowns, and lost chances; the ever-changing seasons of life, my own cycle now beyond Indian summer and slipping away to early autumn.


  With the chilly temperature and the dearth of insects, spinning gear seemed the logical choice. I had given up hope of fly fishing and just wanted to catch something, anything, to salvage some of my angling dreams. A swirling mountain wind riffled the steel gray surface of the water when I headed out onto the lake in a rented rowboat. I rowed to the middle first, then began exploring.


  The Hintersee’s shoreline is mostly rocky, with dark evergreens growing down to the water’s edge around much of the lake’s perimeter. Unlike the Koenigsee, its littoral zone is fairly wide, extending out fifty or sixty feet in many areas. The bottom is mostly glacial sand, with sparse aquatic vegetation. Along the south shore, marshes and bogs creep up to the edge of the Enchanted Forest.


  Periodically a veil of showers swept across the lake, nearly obscuring the mountains and shrouding the shoreline in gray. I hunkered down farther and watched the water stream off the hood of my poncho.


  I missed my wife and kids, was glad to be heading home tomorrow.


  When you are young you are sure what love is: a racing heart and a sweet sickness that consumes your soul. If you are lucky, you learn that it is mostly a lot of other things: shared caring and a mutual future, days by a sickbed, watching in the delivery room, and knowing that you are part of something new, bigger than yourself—a family.


  It is fine to remember old love affairs. You never really lose someone you have loved, longed for, and held in the night; she becomes part of you, as you become part of her. And years later you know you are better for it; even for the pain and stillborn dreams.


  With the frequent wind shifts, it was easy to fish the lake by casting and drifting. But it soon became evident that the water clarity, while aesthetically pleasing, was a handicap.


  When the rain let up and the wind died, the water’s surface smoothed out, and trout were visible all around the lake. Along the edge of the shallows, where the bottom sloped steeply into black depths, they floated weightlessly or cruised with the alertness of the aquatic predator.


  If I saw them I would cast the spinner or wobbler or spoon to a spot above and in front of them, let it sink to the right depth, and retrieve it past them. Sometimes I could see them follow the lure, giving it a quick once-over before reversing course and shooting off A few came right up to the boat. But in two-and-a-half hours of continuous casting I had only had one hit.


  With dusk approaching, I reeled in the lure, laboriously unfastened the snap swivel, and put the red-and-white spoon back in the tackle box. The cold rain had numbed my fingers to the point that this simple task was reduced to the equivalent of dealing cards with work gloves on. I laid the rod in the stern, swung the bow toward the north, and started rowing.


  The rain made a fine hissing noise on the surface of the water, erasing the ripples from the oars and the thin wake made by the boat as it glided toward shore.


  My last fishing trip of the year, anticipated as glowing sun, had been supplanted by the cold rain and gray mountain mist of an out-of-season autumn. But it did not have to end in the frustration of heaving and hauling hardware. I pulled hard on the oars to push the boat ashore. Then I put away the spinning rod. If it was to be a fishless day, at least I would have the pleasure of casting a fly. Despite the cold weather and the absence of any insect hatch, occasional rises dimpled the surface of the lake between the rain showers.


  As I headed back out, the overcast lifted for the first time that afternoon, revealing jagged peaks wreathed in mist and a snow line extending a third of the way down the mountains.


  With my fingers still stiff from the cold and damp, it took nearly ten minutes of fumbling to tie on the leader and fly. But the cold was soon forgotten in the rhythm of casting and watching for a strike. Finally, along the dark edge of the Enchanted Forest, a tiny Royal Coachman disappeared in one of those moments that are preserved in the mind like snapshots.


  The nine-and-a-half-inch brook trout that I lifted into the boat was as lovely as many a bigger fish, its iridescent speckles all the more brilliant in contrast to the gray, gloomy day, with its threat of winter. Sometimes the little things matter most.


  After being lowered gently back into the water, the fish fanned its gills briefly, unsteady in my hand, before scooting away into the chilly, fathomless depths. It took another ten minutes of painstaking effort to change the waterlogged fly.


  One more small brookie took a Yellow Mayfly and was released before, with darkness closing in on the valley and a bone-chilling cold seeping in, it was time to write an end to trout fishing for another year.


  High above the lake, the last rays of the sun glinted off the snow-capped Hochkalter. This was just a hint of the beginning, I knew. In another month the big snows would come to the High Alps. For seven months they would pile up on the peaks and hills, and in the forests, fields, and valleys. Finally, around Easter, the ascending sun would gain the upper hand. Then these snows, like the long-ago snows of my youth, would melt and run down to swell the trout streams and farther down to merge into bigger rivers and finally into the sea.


  As I rowed back to shore, the final impressions of the fading season were the Alpine stillness and the dark evergreens of the Enchanted Forest, shrouded in gray mist. In the clear depths, the trout still cruised along the dropoff
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  Lost, and Found, June 1989


  
    What human being can help another?


    Who can enter into another’s soul?

  


  —Ivan Turgenev, “Living Relics”


  In the heat of the day, the call of the cuckoo had echoed across the valley, but now the chirping of a nearby cricket punctuated the only other night sounds: the high wind in the trees and the rush of the river below the campground. A full moon rising over the Pyrenees, a cool San Miguel beer, and the smell of fresh trout sizzling in the pan completed the scene. It could not be any better if I had scripted it, I thought. And in a way, I had.


  Since breaking onto the European fishing scene a couple of years before, I had made a few memorable excursions. But most of my outings had been in Germany, where the complicated, quasi-feudal system of delegated fishing rights and micro management could be daunting. Sometimes it took a major research effort just to find out who controlled a section of stream and how to get a permit. I had longed for the American tradition of open public waters. And fresh vistas. Combining wanderlust with some basic research and a little intuition (trout streams and mountains, I knew, often go together), I became intrigued by the idea of Spain.


  The popular image of this nation as a hot, sunny land of bull-fights, beaches, and fiestas seems far removed from trout fishing. And most of the millions of tourists who flock there each year head for the seashore or a few large cities—Madrid, Seville, Barcelona, Granada. But there is another Spain, the Spain that is the second most mountainous country in Europe (after Switzerland). It is a wild, surprisingly unspoiled land, whose montane topography is patterned with twisting canyons and valleys carved out by swift rivers.


  Still, Spain is a big country with a lot more troutless than troutful habitat. Working with the Spanish National Tourist Office, our own modest travel libraries, and tips from friends, my pal Dave and I tried to divine a good area. We pored over brochures, maps, and booklets; read travel guides; and burned up phone lines.


  Much of the tourist-office information was vague or sketchy, many of the brochures obviously dated. Some made reference to “good fishing” in a particular region, but often we had to make oblique inferences about angling possibilities from offhand mentions of rivers or river valleys. There was virtually no specific information about how and where.


  Complicating the situation was the fact that the regulations were in a state of flux. Until the previous year, there had been one national fishing license. But fourteen years after Fascist President Francisco Franco’s death, the country was still making the transition from draconian centralized authority. As part of the trend, control over fish and wildlife had devolved from Madrid to the provinces, and it was now necessary to obtain one license for Catalan, another for Navarre, etc.


  Again and again our inquiries pointed to the Pyrenees, the wild, rugged range that snakes along the French border from the Atlantic to the Mediterranean. Finally, picking an area with few towns and roads, we settled on the Rio Ara, north of Huesca. On the map it was just a thin blue squiggle. But it wound down through one of the ruggedest, least populated regions of the High Pyrenees, holding out the promise of feisty browns in cold mountain currents far from the madding crowd. The clincher was that the river’s headwaters skirted a national park whose name had an irrestible air of mystery and adventure—Monte Perdido. We would go in search of Lost Mountain.


  ***


  We set out from Darmstadt full of anticipation on a cloudy, warm June afternoon, eager to quickly put as many miles as possible between us and the Rhein-Main megalopolis. Both Dave and I had moved to the Frankfurt region for a brief career interlude—and stayed ten years.


  It was not Paris or Rome or Florence, but it offered most of the best elements of the Western European urban lifestyle—more rooted, relaxed, and ergonomically sane than American cities. I, and later my wife and kids, loved it all: cosmopolitan restaurants; world-class concerts, operas, and ballets; quiet café mornings and Kaffeeklatsch afternoons; quirky kiosks and upscale shops; offbeat, pensive films that seldom made it to the United States. And we never feared walking anywhere at any hour of the day or night.


  A few months after we married, my wife and I had committed to the region by buying an old farmhouse, ten miles from the Rhine.


  The house itself was a two-and-a-half-story, stone-and-stucco, postwar construction with a red tile roof. But what really sold us were the yard and outbuildings.


  Connected to the rear of the house, on the north side of the yard, was a series of low, half-timbered structures that had been storage sheds or stalls. These stretched back about fifty feet to a huge old brick barn. It had been partially rebuilt after the war, and three of the six-by-six cross-timbers were still charred from the night in 1944 when the RAF firebombed the town.


  The rest of the area between the house and the barn was a paved courtyard, enclosed on the south side by a six-foot brick wall. Slightly off to the north side of center grew a huge old walnut tree whose branches spanned the width of the courtyard.


  And in back of the barn was the greatest gift of all: a one-hundred-fifty-foot expanse of rich, alluvial soil with grass, lilac, and forsythia bushes; a strawberry patch; and a vegetable plot. By European standards, it was an estate.


  It was a far cry from the white-picket fences, clapboards, and cedar shakes of our native New England. And some of our relatives thought we were nuts; buying a home in a foreign land was bad enough, but this one was what the Germans call Renovierungsbeduerftig (literally, ripe for renovation). We moved in during Central Europe’s coldest January in fifty years, and the house did not even have any central heating—only kerosene stoves.


  But we were young and foolish, full of adventurous longings. Also, we had grand plans: a nursery for our first child (already on the way), new walls and floors, a new bathroom and kitchen, a huge vegetable garden. Anyway, we thought, most homes are temporary. And in the end, home is where your work takes you, where the people you love most and your friends are, and where your heart is. For now, ours was a little town in the Rhine Valley.


  Neither of us had set out to be an expatriate, but here we were; and we were determined to make the most of our few short years before we moved back to the United States. It was as easy as strolling downtown to buy a ticket. For at our doorstep were some of the great cities of the world—Amsterdam, Paris, Hamburg, Munich, Vienna—all less than a day’s train ride away.


  Closer to home, every fall Frankfurt hosted the world’s biggest book fair. In July, Darmstadt made merry for Heinerfest, a prevenient, less ostentatious Oktoberfest. The library where we checked out books was a Baroque castle where the last empress of Russia, Alexandra von Hessen, had grown up.


  Life is full of tradeoffs, and one reason for these genteel amenities, of course, is that Central Europe is among the most densely populated corners of the world.


  In Gray Streets, Bright Rivers Nick Lyons captured the contradictory pulls of cities and wild places. But for most of us they are merely conflicting, inchoate longings.


  We all know people who cannot run from their rural roots fast enough, who never look back once they feel the comforting solidity of pavement beneath their feet. But Dave and I were not such people.


  We did suffer from the “how you gonna keep keep ’em down on the farm” syndrome. But both of us were also country boys at heart, lovers of the outdoors and the quietude of open spaces. Dave had grown up amid the cornfields of Clarion, Iowa, and I had spent my boyhood haunting the marshes, estuaries, sand dunes, and scrub-pine woods of Cape Cod.


  Dave and I were both in good moods that surged with the speed as we turned onto Autobahn A-5 toward Heidelberg and Basel. It was that old irresistible footloose-and-fancy-free feeling of cruising down the road—air rushing past open windows—on the way to adventure.


  As we rolled south through the central German countryside, towns, forests, and summer-green fields flashed past. Just below Baden-Baden we skirted the evergreen hills of the Black Forest, then crossed over the Rhine and the border at Mulhouse into a flat, open country of farms and lush hardwood forests, with few towns and the wide, uncrowded autoroute stretching away into the distance.


  South of Lyon the country became drier, the soil thinner as the day faded away, the sun setting behind the rocky, scrub-brush hills of the Rhone Valley. A little before nine, tired and windblown, we got off the highway at Tain l’Hermitage, where we found rooms on the main square for ninety francs.


  The hotel was slightly down-at-the-heels, but the owners—husband and wife—were pleasant, and downstairs was a small bar that served sandwiches. We ate at a table on the sidewalk out front; after the meal I had a demiblonde, and Dave smoked a pipe before we headed up to our rooms.


  Mine had one window with metal shutters, and when I opened them I could look out on the square where young couples and pensioners strolled or sat talking under the plane trees. I wanted to leave the shutters open, but the street lamps were too bright.


  ***


  In the morning we lingered over coffee and croissants in the sunlit square but finally roused ourselves from our indolence and hit the road a little before nine.


  The Rhone Valley—orchards and fields and sprawling, helter-skelter towns with construction and trucking firms and warehouses on the outskirts—looked more like parts of the American Midwest than the compact and carefully manicured neighborland, Germany.


  Past Portes les Valence, Livron sur Drome, Montelimar, we were into Provence and the landscape began to have a Mediterranean feel: brown and faded green hills punctuating the rocky plateau; cypress, scotch broom, and scrubby brush alternating with carefully tended vineyards and fields of lavender.


  The singing tires churned up the miles down the coast highway—Nimes, Montpellier, Narbonne. Just north of Perpignan we glimpsed the sweet blue Mediterranean and said good-bye to endless superhighways.


  As we wound up into the Pyrenees Orientales on local route 116, heat and hurry fell away behind; rocky hillsides and arid brush gave way to lush hardwoods and finally evergreens. At the border crossing in Bourg Madame/Puigcerda we looked in vain for an open money exchange and, finding that they had all closed three hours earlier, cursed ourselves for not bringing pesetas. We had little food or drink and no way to pay for lodging if we continued on into Spain.


  “Think we should spend the night here?” Dave asked.


  “Naah, let’s wing it,” I said. “We can try Andorra, there might be something open there.”


  Then we were over the divide and heading down the lovely Segre River Valley. “Senor, Espana!” Dave said, grinning and sweeping his arm across the view: mountains green with forests that stretched away, and far below in the canyon the narrow stream, silver blue and glinting in the late sunshine.


  At La Seu d’Urgeil we detoured north on 145, and after only ten miles the shopping centers, tourist traps, and glass-and-steel commercial buildings of Andorra rose amid the mountains and forests.


  In the midst of wildness, this pint-size city—state-feudal anachronism, duty-free mecca, and avaricious tax haven rolled into one—looked preposterously incongruous. The streets bustled with commerce and consumers lugging boom boxes, TVs, shoes, clothes, and all
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