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A Moveable Feast
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The Ancient of Days forever is young,

Forever the scheme of Nature thrives;

I know a wind in purpose strong—

It spins against the way it drives.

—Herman Melville, “The Conflict of Convictions”

Above a ragged treeline, the thin curl of a waning moon lingers in the blue-black sky of five A.M. Tomorrow, the last sliver of light will vanish altogether, resetting the clock to some paradoxical beginning—a new moon (although there’s nothing to see) and spring tides (on this, the first day of November). On the Pacific coast, gravity is a very serious business. The coupled forces of sun and moon breed exaggerated rhythms in the new tides. The ebb falls unusually low, baring the clam flats and shrinking the bay back to the broad canal of the riverbed. The flood runs hard and high, bearing schools of salmon that wiggle upriver in spermatozoic surges deep into the coastal mountains where they sow their own particular version of life. It’s a pretty odd arrangement, even for nature.

Six miles above the head of tide, I drive slowly along the dark highway and look out the open window. A worn bearing in the trailer clicks like a casino wheel as I search for an opening in the roadside brush that marks the boat slide. The entrance is nearly overgrown, unused for almost half a year. On the third try, I at last square up the trailer to a shaggy opening in the undergrowth. The slide is an ad hoc, one-way trail to the river, down which a boat can, theoretically, be slipped into the water. It is substantially less graceful than the name implies. This one runs thirty rocky yards down a 20 percent grade, ending in a four-foot vertical drop, and cross-hatched along its length with thick whips of Himalaya vine and hard-tipped thorns. There’s no mystery to the launch, which works just like it looks—you shove the boat stern-first down the slide and, grabbing hold of the bow rope, you ski down behind it over dirt and gravel, attempting in some puny way to influence the rate of descent. Once set in motion, the business takes on a life of its own with several conceivable outcomes, only one of which is good. This morning, it goes according to plan, and I skid almost to a standstill just as sixteen feet of McKenzie River driftboat teeters over the fulcrum of the bank and bounces lightly on the cushion of the river. I push off with an oar, and the boat chatters across a last submerged rock, into a weightless drift.

Ahead lies an apparently simple geometry—the salmon migrate upriver, the fisherman down, and somewhere along this thin ribbon of water, the opposing vectors converge. It’s astonishing, though, how much more complicated the matter can become.

The salmon run is a moveable feast, predictably annual but with no better sense of timing than any other birth. Neither an exact point nor a specific interval, it is at best a distribution of statistical likelihoods around the nucleus of autumn. If the rains come, salmon—silvers and chinook—may enter the bay as early as August; if not, October may come and go without appreciable numbers of fish in the river. The last four years have been dry like this, and the movements of the salmon have become more indeterminate still. You can rely, really, only on two certainties: starting point and direction. From there, you either take up a vantage point and wait for the run to come to you, which is more reliable, or you try to hit a moving target, which is decidedly more interesting.

Despite appearances to the contrary, nature rarely operates in smooth continuities; or rather, it does so only in aggregate, over the long haul. In finer structures—from atomic quanta, to the convulsions of birth, to exploding stars—the universe changes in local abruptnesses punctuated by the dormancies of anticipation and aftermath. The salmon run is not a steady stream, but a succession of irregular spasms, and the fish congregate only intermittently through the river, in those certain places that offer temporary respite and a staging ground. Out in the bay, the salmon hold in deep holes and channels, where they are sought out in one of anglings more dismal spectacles.

Every autumn up and down the coast, hundreds and hundreds of boats, from tiny prams to sportfishers, work the estuary from daybreak to dusk, trolling when the tide runs, anchoring on the slack to cast or stillfish. They pack themselves together in frenetic and appalling densities that beggar specific description but generally resemble the other venues of psychotic consumerism here in the Disney empire. Most of the boats carry sonar gear, partly to read the depth and contour of the bottom, but mostly to find fish. A salmon passing beneath the vigilant eye of a transducer registers as a blip on a video screen that, just to be safe, emits an alltoo-audible, exclamatory “ping!” When a school of salmon passes beneath the boats, the whole fleet pipes a calliope of digitized beeps that provides exactly the kind of circus-like ambiance that the whole scene so richly warrants.

I don’t object to their methods, all the hardware and bait, but to their approach. The boaters watch screens rather than water and fish for LCD blips instead of salmon, oblivious to the noise, the diesel fumes, and the fantastic congestion of two-cycle outboards coughing blue smoke under the burden of too many baseball hats and Budweisers. And rippling beneath the skin of it all, like nitrogen in the blood, the distinct tingling hysteria of avarice. Even conscientious catch-and-release fishermen, if they’re honest, will admit the difficulty of handling a big fish without a momentary, impulsive desire to possess it. Meat fishermen indulge this as a principle of being.

Among the boats, there’s little room for a fly fisherman, but six miles farther down, the estuary opens out into a broad bay, and you can wade a shallow, hard-packed bottom that slopes gently to the deeper water of the channel. Salmon don’t pause here; they just pass through, which means that most casts fall on empty water and you’re fishing mainly for a species of coincidence. But comfortably distant from the prop wash and chaos of the meat-bucket trollers, the place is pretty much your own. No one else wants it.

Though I might come here once or twice a season, nothing about this fishing is really my style. The water demands big tackle—long, powerful rods with 9- or 10-weight lines (as much for casting distance and the wind as for the fish); big streamers; stout reels with lots of backing; and a high tolerance for repetition. For a while, after a summer and fall of precise, fussy trout fishing, there’s pleasure in wading waist-deep and airing out long, targetless casts just for the change. But a few hours of bucking a steady right-hand wind, of staring into the glare, of forever tending loose coils of floating line that sieve out every kind of bay-crap imaginable—a few hours of this will use you up. Then, too, as a born midwesterner, whose first and most enduring concept of an ocean was 100,000 square miles of cornfields, I’ve never felt much at home around saltwater, and particularly these brackish bays. They seem strange, halfway places, zones of biological seething whose fertility overwhelms. The broadcast larvae of a billion invertebrates—bivalves, urchins, jellyfish, crustaceans—sluice around your legs in a hungry, primal bisque that doesn’t know you from Adam. I’m not afraid of being drowned or devoured, but I am always aware of a remotely sinister feel about the place, as though something is perpetually on the edge of happening. In short, it gives me the creeps.

Fishing the bay is all business; it exists only for the moments of catching, which are as spectacular as they are rare. Set the hook in a fresh silver salmon, and it will tailwalk on 100 feet of line before you can swallow hard. A big chinook, bright as a full moon, can peel you like an egg. After the monotonous iteration of casting, the instant of sudden connection to some enormous, unseen vitality borders on religious experience and happens about as often—the kind of thing, as the grade-school nuns used to threaten, that will “make a believer out of you,” as though believing was a fate to steer clear of.

But I come mainly for a different kind of revelation. Particularly in years when the run is strong, there are times when the bay is alive with salmon, breaking the water like dolphins in rolling arcs and reckless, vertical leaps. If you pick out a piece of water, accustom your eyes to it, and watch a while, fish are almost continually visible, sometimes in twos and threes, sometimes dozens at once. Some vantage points, though, are better than others. Up the bay about a mile from the hard-bottom flats, the road climbs a small rise that marks a weathered rock outcrop overlooking the water. If you stand on the edge of this low bluff and face up the bay, you can step left or right, or back a little, adjusting your position until you locate a certain, specific point of view. This particular angle of vision screens out all the houses and highways, the rotting log pilings, the buoys and powerlines, and extinguishes from the landscape every evidence of human influence. Laid out before you are only the low coastal mountains shagged in cedar and fir, the windchop glittering in the sun, and the curves of leaping salmon, retracing an ancestral pattern 40,000 years old. Strings of geese pass overhead, pushed south by the tilting earth just as packs of salmon are drawn upriver by the moon. Watching, you get some dim idea of how it all used to be, some small glimpse from the edge of winter at a world before the fall. It may be, perhaps, no more than a trick of perspective, of selection and exclusion, of lines and angles. But it is no less either. In the end, imagination is a tactic of geometry.

The river is a flux, the salmon a counterflux. To fish the run is to share this paradoxical trajectory, moving at once forward to a conclusion and backward toward sources. Fish and fishermen both work upstream, pursuing ends but oriented toward beginnings, winnowing the extraneous to converge on essentials. Ten centuries ago, in the salmon camps of the Tillamook, Coquille, and Umpqua tribes, the talk would have seemed familiar to a fisherman today, the same matters he might speak of, in the same tones of voice. There would be apprehension if the run was late or weak, restlessness if the fish arrived but not the rains to draw them upriver to the spawning grounds. Dark salmon, rolling in tidewater and ripe with eggs, could not ascend the river; should urgency force them to dig redds in the silt, fish and fishermen would suffer disaster. But if the run were strong, it would be met with gratitude and gathered like a blessing. To those who pay attention, the coming of the salmon has as much to do with a world view as anything, with a cosmos in or out of kilter.

This, I suppose, as far as I can explain it, is the reason I’ve coaxed myself out of bed long before dawn, managed just enough coffee to simulate consciousness, and driven in a half-sleep for over an hour to arrive at the river before sunrise. The salmon run is a confluence of origins and eventualities when, for a moment, life wraps round and touches its own tail. The countercurrents of river and fish, of beginnings and endings, of ancient days and new ones, are briefly contiguous. Still at sea, the salmon sense home rivers on the faintest dilution of fresh water and know its significance with the certainty of instinct. But a fisherman must work to unravel the meaning, and finally his fishing is only an argument, a studied drawing of inferences about undisclosed things.

The boat slips quietly downriver, and the sense of dislocation from the present, managed on the bay only by a discreet selection of vantage points, comes more easily here. Thick growth along the banks insulates the river from whatever lies beyond. On much of this six-mile drift, the land slopes too steeply for farms or houses and, at this time of year, there’s little chance of seeing another fisherman. The lack of rain has kept the river low, and the shallow water is irksome to navigate. The boat scrapes against barely submerged boulders, rattles and bangs down the inclines of shallow riffles. At the shoals I’ll have to get out and drag it over. More conscientious fishermen refuse to subject their boats to the abuse, feeling each gouge on the bottom or chine like a nick in the soul. I don’t care that much, having always bought used boats for the same reason I buy used cars—they free up your attention for more important things.

At the end of a long glide, just as the water breaks over a lip of rocks and drops into a riffle, I see the first few fish—three wide mounds of water in the tailout. They could be boulders, except that they sway from side to side. In response to some cue, each mound splits in perfect halves, like a dividing chromosome. Six salmon, three pairs. Watching them, I’ve let the boat drift too close and quickly try to stall the drift. An oar crabs the shallow bottom and rattles lightly in the oarlock—a faint tick of metal-on-metal that must reverberate underwater like a train wreck. The six fish bolt upriver in an instant, never breaking the surface but pushing big bow waves ahead of them like cartoon torpedoes. One fish passes near enough for a good look, and I see that it is, or was, a silver.

The current angles toward the middle of the river and carries the boat over three redds in a foot of water, spaced uniformly across the streambed. Fifteen feet below them, I drop the anchor and wait, not to fish, but to watch. In time, maybe two minutes, maybe twenty, the fish will return, warily at first, their approach a taut and skittish vacillation between two irreconcilable instincts. They edge cautiously down the glide from deeper water, only to withdraw when they catch sight of me. Then again, this time closer. And in the end, the pull of the redds proves an irresistible gravity, and the impulse to protect them overrules all others. The boat fades into the background and becomes for them no more than some unremembered fixture of the river. The fish drift back and settle in. Fresh water and spawning have tarnished the once lustrous silver bodies to an ashy gray, and the salmon cut conspicuous silhouettes on the sand-colored bottom. The mates converge, each pair seeming for a while a single fish, motionless except for flaring gills and the slow sweep of tails. They begin circling the redds, nose to tail, abruptly breaking off and facing into the current, six streaks in parallel, a Khien hexagram suspended in water as transparent as air. The salmon move gracefully, are perhaps even beautiful, but what holds you to the spot is their perfect visibility. The fish you can believe; it’s the fact of your seeing them that seems incredible.

Every year, the spectacle of the run prompts a spot on the five o’clock news (again at eleven) with footage of spawning salmon and the kind of hushed voiceover usually reserved for golf tournaments: “Using her tail, the female fans a nest in the gravel where the eggs will be deposited, while the male waits nearby, guarding the nest and challenging rivals.” The description is accurate in the usual soundbite sort of way, glimpsing only a little scenery where there is in fact a landscape. A ten-pound silver salmon will “fan a nest in the gravel” by digging out bushels of rocks the size of Texas grapefruit. The redd of a thirty-five-pound hen chinook looks like the excavation for a bridge piling; at low water it becomes a navigational hazard. The males do in fact devote substantial energy to “challenging rivals”—by ramming them broadside in explosive bursts of speed, or by seizing an offending tail in a scythe-like kype full of teeth, grown just for the occasion, and shaking an adversary like a terrier with a rat. Considering the alternatives, between dying on the one hand and having sex and dying on the other, the violence makes a certain sense from the salmons point of view, and at times seems contested in the consciousness of precisely this finality.

More often, though, the dynamics are ritualized, four or five fish holding in tense, territorial geometries. Position, spacing, and attitude all communicate significance, and any small change or disturbance in the lines of force provokes an anxious shifting of the entire configuration, until it finally readjusts to a new, equally temporary, equilibrium of dominance and submission. The details are perfectly inscrutable, like noncombative displays of all kinds. A pair of male fence lizards face off and with arched necks flash electric blue dewlaps at one another while a female looks on. Abruptly, somehow, the thing is decided, and one of the males skitters off. In the frantic dance of sharp-tailed grouse, the solemn croaking of bullfrogs, the ionized body-language of a Saturday-night bar, bloodless battles are fought, winners and losers determined through secret, conspecific meanings. It’s an insider’s game, and finally who wins is far less interesting than the way in which victory is suddenly and simply understood by all involved.

I lift the anchor, and the boat slides downriver. Fishing these spawn ers holds little appeal. I’d like to say that I pass them up out of some high moral principle, some refusal to exploit their weakness. But this wouldn’t be entirely true. When I first moved to Oregon from Virginia, I left behind the small brook trout of the Blue Ridge and found the biggest fish I’d ever seen in my life. The very sight of them induced a consuming, if temporary, big-game psychosis. I fished for any salmon I could find, which were usually dark ones, and eventually caught enough of them (it didn’t take many) to recognize that there was no sport in their sluggish, preoccupied resistance. I began to feel a little guilty about it. For a couple of reasons, I distinctly recall the last dark fish I ever deliberately cast to, a beast of a salmon hugging the river bottom in a swift, narrow chute along the bank. The fish hit a Glo-Bug on the first cast, and lumbered wearily up the run into a large elliptical pool fed by a low falls at the head. Then, in one of the more craven acts of my angling life, I stepped into the tailout, and trapped the fish in the pool. This, more than anything subsequent, sealed the matter.

Unwilling to jump the falls, though it easily could have, and terrified of approaching me, the salmon just circled the smooth pool of naked bedrock—no deadfalls to foul the line, no boulders to snag the leader, no place to go. For all practical purposes, I was playing the fish in a giant gravy boat; given time, I could have landed it on a spool of fly-tying thread. The salmon swam back and forth across the pool in arcs of gradually diminishing radius, and at the end of fifteen minutes a hen chinook lay in the shallows at my feet. I had to use both hands to tail the largest fish I’d ever taken, on a fly or otherwise. At the time I judged the fish to be a shade under forty pounds; big salmon I’ve seen since then have done nothing to lower that estimate. Almost at once, the tawdriness of the whole episode flashed on me, and I released the fish with no sense of achievement, but only the same mixture of shame and profound regret one sometimes feels after “winning” a protracted and particularly bitter domestic argument.

Occasionally, though, a fresh fish swims among the dark spawners. You need patience to find one and a certain stealth to approach within casting range, and at such times it is never clearer that sight-fishing to large fish, whether tarpon or bonefish, steelhead or salmon, is really a species of hunting. Around mid-morning, I see the only bright salmon of the day, a streak of pewter among eight or ten other fish, some nearly black, others the color of old bricks. The pod drifts, and disperses, and reforms in a random amoeba-like streaming, always a coherence but never quite a shape. The general movement of the school is confined to a riffle about thirty feet square, a portion of which lies in the shade on the far bank.

Other fish may be holding in the shadows; I can’t tell, but know it’s wise to make the assumption. By nature, a river deceives. What you can observe of it—the flux, drift, motion, the incessant fact of passing—tempts you to mistake the current for the river, and so see only direction where there is indirection as well. A river leads a double life in which the visible is an index to the invisible. What appears to be a school of spawning salmon is in fact a nearly self-contained ecosystem. Unseen in the slipstream below the shifting pod of fish, an entourage has assembled—resident trout, jacks, sea-run cutthroats, a large coastal variety of sculpin, crayfish, smolts, an occasional steelhead, and once in a while, a fly fisherman. Every opportunist, freeloader, and hanger-on in the river finds something in the wake of the salmon—slack current to rest in, eggs that drift from the beds, nymphs and crustaceans dislodged by the ceaseless digging of redds. During the run, the river contracts to local densities of activity, comet-shaped gradients of life that for a brief duration put the whole system on a perceivable scale. That this enormous vitality draws you to it, as it draws other things, seems hardly an accident.

The bright fish I’ve spotted holds near the center of the school. I poke through my fly boxes and finally choose a #10 Skykomish Sunrise, more on whim than anything, since I’ve determined that, most of the time, the specific pattern is less significant than color, color less important than size, and size almost immaterial anyway. The salmon act on whims of their own, and fishing for them is largely a matter of catching them in the right humor. Casting upstream, as though nymphing to trout, I let the fly sink and roll down to the fish, throwing slack or tightening the line to guide the drift and avoid snagging a dark spawner. The bright body of the fly, intermittently visible through the water, helps me keep track of things. As it tumbles across the bottom, the pod of fish splits in perfect synchrony as though repelled by some invisible field, and the fly drifts down an empty aisle. The fish are neither spooked nor interested, and cast after cast produces nothing but a wide swath in the school. I think of seasons past, and it is just as I remember—the salmon run as a moveable feast, my fishing as a moveable famine.

I change flies, and on the first cast a # 12 Silver Hilton stops abruptly halfway through the riffle. Braced for resistance, I lean back hard. The rod bends sharply, then recoils, and a small trout-shaped projectile half-a-foot long, clinging to a Silver Hilton, skims past my right ear—a “launcher” in local parlance, a small fish with a great misfortune that trips the hairtrigger of anticipation and spends a confusing moment airborne. I release it, and when I look back to the riffle, the one bright salmon in the bunch has vanished.

At the edge of the school a few jack salmon swim cautiously, alert to the main chance, but aware of their own vulnerability. The jacks are an evolutionary adaptation of the species, sexually precocious males that spend only a year at sea rather than the customary three or four. For the most part, they tag along with the run as an emergency measure, ready to reproduce but rarely getting the chance when larger adult males are about. But should a female arrive unmated, the jacks will ensure that the eggs are fertilized. Apparently, they succeed just often enough. Roughly the same proportion of each years brood return as jacks, and their abundance or scarcity in a given year offers some indication of the strength of the adult run a few seasons down the road, when the rest of the year-class returns from a full term at sea.

In this age of “enhanced fisheries,” when most salmon are reared in hatcheries and tended like livestock, jacks have become not only irrelevant, but biologically objectionable. A fish that successfully mates may pass along its genes for jackhood, and in the governing management strategy, this is bad business. Male offspring that might mature to full-sized adults with a different paternity—and thus constitute a more “commercially viable return on investment” when the “resource” is “harvested”—reenter the river instead as meager jacks themselves. Such is the calculus of the modern fish farm, which seeks to rid the run of these genetic undesirables by placing generous limits on them—ten per day in Oregon—a policy that has met with as little result as the practice of stocking itself. The number of jacks is decreasing, but only because the runs themselves are diminishing, and many rivers are in serious trouble. Already we are alarmingly close to the day when wild fish will be inadvertent, wandering anomalies, scratching out a living like feral hogs.

Another mile and the river horseshoes back from the old highway into a woods of Douglas fir, hemlock, cedar, and vinemaple. The most beautiful section of the drift begins here, and for a time I put up the oars, sit on the flydeck, and watch the river, partly for salmon, but mostly for itself. In the smooth glides, every detail on the bottom rises in relief. The bed of cobbles, crayfish with waving claws, swirling patches of sand, sunken trees, and mosaics of waterlogged leaves, all pass beneath you in an endless, hypnotic succession. Shallows drop suddenly into inky pools. Boulders loom up from an unseen bottom to touch the surface, and then disappear. Underwater canyons wind through broken ledgerock cliffs. Here and there, the river bottom is scoured to clean bedrock, vast rippled sheets of it fractured into blocks that are pitted and pocked with circular, foot-deep craters. The boat drifts above it all in effortless silence, like a hot-air balloon. The sense of remoteness is absolute. Staring overboard with no other reference point but the river, you can easily persuade yourself that the boat is motionless and the river slipping backward beneath you.

In a few places, the streambed shelves off into black-bottomed pools where silt has settled out in the slow currents. During the run, salmon congregate in this deep water, and at morning and evening when the light is low, they roll and leap incessantly, clearing the surface in long flat arcs and slapping back down, or churning the water in deep boils that leave slowly dissolving whirlpools. The behavior is common among all anadromous fishes, though no more comprehensible for that. Explanations, however, abound. Fishermen, like the rest of humankind, will talk relentlessly and authoritatively about what they understand least. I’ve been told, to take but a sample, that salmon roll because they are trying to shake loose eggs from the skeins; because the water is too warm; because they are gulping air; because they are trying to rid themselves of sea lice and parasites; because they don’t like fresh water (it kills them, as you can plainly see); and simply because they’re horny—an explanation with at least the ring of truth. There are those who mourn the passing of the American rural culture, and every summer the Appalachian and Smokey Mountains swarm with well-scrubbed boys and girls from tony New England colleges, cruising the backroads in vans full of sound gear, taping oral folk histories. They ought to come west. Few can match the Pacific salmon fisherman for picturesque absurdities.

These deep pools may be classic salmon water, but they can’t really be fished in the classic fashion, if such a term describes the tedious double-hauling of high-density or lead-core shooting heads on eighty-foot casts. The river for the most part is too small, and the pools offer too little current to animate a fly properly. On holes with steep banks and deep water, I’ll make a pass through with a floating line and a small, heavily dressed fly, casting to the bank and retrieving in short twitches. When that fails, and it usually does, I resort to a sinking line and a larger pattern, and begin the kind of laborious blind-dredging that has earned fly fishing for Pacific salmon the half-deserved reputation as a sport for iron wills and soft brains.

Small wavelets slap the boat bottom as it rides a little tongue of current into the head of the pool. Though it is past midday, a salmon rolls in the shade of alder limbs arching over the water. In the heart or mind or wherever essences reside, I am a trout fisherman, which means among other things that any surface disturbance made by a fish, for whatever reason, automatically registers on the consciousness as a “rise.” It is an instinctual association against which all knowledge, better judgment, and experience are helpless, and when the salmon breaks the water, I row over and begin covering it with expectant, pointless casts. Years of humoring this particular delusion have yielded exactly two salmon, neither of which in all likelihood had actually rolled, but just happened to be in the vicinity of a fish that did. Today does not bring a third.

The bank has promising depth here, though, and I continue slowly along it, placing casts at rhythmic two-foot intervals, thinking of other things. Near the tail of the pool, the water behind the fly billows gently with the quick pass of a fish. But no grab. A hard roll cast returns the fly to the still-dissipating ripple. A few fast strips of line and the surface swirls again, this time more violently, but with no more definitive result. Dropping the fly back a third time, I let it sink for perhaps half a minute and inch it back, flicking the rod tip now and again to send a tight shiver down the line. As the fly approaches the boat, I can see the salmon following a foot behind, matching the erratic retrieve precisely, advancing when the fly does, pausing when I pause, maintaining a scrupulous distance. Only a rod-length away the fish stops, a soot-colored male coho of perhaps six pounds. It holds just beneath the surface, canted slightly upward, staring past me with an eye fixed severely on something remote. This dark eye and the fiercely hooked kype remind me of a bird of prey. For all that is magnificent about the salmon—the clean, taut hydrodynamic lines; the thick muscling; the glints of blue, green, and indigo flashing from a silver skin—for all these, it seems strange that the eye and kype should be the features that haunt. Something must inhere in them, for they haunted the past as well, recurring again and again, almost obsessively, in carved and painted images of the Klickitat, Tlingit, and Haida, as though these features alone expressed some deep essence of the animal.

The salmon turns and disappears downward. But the eye and the kype linger in afterimage, abstracted halos of life’s determination for itself. It seems to me no accident that salmon flesh and salmon spawn are precisely the same color, as though the animal reconstitutes its very substance into another generation. But here and now, in the middle of the run, the continuity is only an inference, an assumption, a conjecture to be believed in. What is visible is only life leaking from the salmon in the increments of a million eggs, and this is the most compelling and lasting impression of the run, not of poised vitality, but of dying. The gradual darkening of fish in fresh water is a triumph of fertility and the intimation of doom. Sex and death are forever linked, I suppose, but never so tangibly and unequivocally as in the salmon. Even now, the first fish are spawned out and dead, washed by the current into calm water and visible on the river bottom. Some are ringed with scavenging crayfish, others encrusted with the cases of caddis flies that will themselves be food for smolts and turn carrion back into salmon. This seems a long way off, though.

In a rain forest or a drop of pond water, we are accustomed to the spectacle of extravagant potency. But death is exactly as profligate as life, and when more of the run arrives and spawns, the gravel bars and shoals will be strewn with dead fish, their dried skins shrunken tightly over ribs like the caved-in fuselages of things that once flew. The odor of decay hovers above the river, the acrid, musty, ammoniac smell of an old horsehair sofa stained with cat piss. When the first heavy rain of winter comes, raising the water to twice its height before subsiding, the flaccid carcasses of salmon will hang twisted and draped from bankside limbs in grotesque postures, like a Dali painting. Still later, there are only bones. The hollow-eyed skulls with long, beaked jaws scarcely resemble the living animal at all. They seem strange and ancient, distantly reptilian or avian, like the fossil of an Archaeopteryx I once saw, perfectly preserved down to the finest imprint of its scale-like feathers.

If you fish much during the run, what strikes you most is how slowly this all occurs. Salmon do not spawn and drop dead. They weaken by degrees. Many fall victim to a debilitating, cottony fungus that tatters the fins and tail, and eventually covers the body in gauzy patches. A ragged fish may hang on well into winter, ghosting through the river and looking as purposeless as in fact it is—“a shroud in a gutter,” Ted Hughes writes, “a death-in-life.” The first January I spent in Oregon, wading this same river for winter steelhead, I half glimpsed through the riffled water an enormous mottled form that would not resolve itself into a familiar object. It moved downstream toward me with the thick-bodied sluggishness of a moray eel. I edged backward against the bank, keeping a close eye on it, not quite panicked but distinctly uneasy. It turned and followed. At the moment I recognized it as an exhausted, rotting salmon, the fish slid its length along my shin, and the contact reverberated in an involuntary full-body shiver. After that, I couldn’t seem to get warm again, and left. Death underwrites life, I know, but when it comes right up and brushes your leg, all that seems somehow unconsoling.

If we share anything with the past it is a sense of the violence in nature. The Puritans looked at a wild New World and saw the abode of the devil, and they battled it with a ferocity that equaled the savageness of their perception. Now, having distanced ourselves from the wilderness, we view it through an imperturbable Darwinism, an indifferent survivalof-the-fittest. But all that we’ve really done is alter the terms. Dismissing the moral repercussions of struggle, we have only tamed ourselves. Nature remains a place of violent death. And in a world of quick, predatory kills, of fangs and claws and coils, the slow decay of the salmon seems anomalous, and eerily human.

A sharp west wind rises, blowing upstream and bringing with it a sheet of gray clouds. Caught in the shear of opposing currents, the boat is almost motionless. I have to row to make any headway.

The river bends back to the highway and to the sound of log haulers downshifting on a switchback grade. There are no more salmon to be seen. When a small island eventually appears ahead, I pull to the right of the river and skid over a sandy shoal, down a tight channel barely wide enough for the boat. Halfway down at the pull-outpoint, I tie the bowline to a willow. The truck is waiting, shuttled down by arrangement. I dig the spare keys from my pocket and, twisting around in the seat, looking over my shoulder to back the trailer to the rivers edge, I see on the rear window the first streaks of the first winter rain.
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Some have said they have felt a boat shudder before she struck a

rock, or cry when she beached and the surf poured into her.

This is not mysticism, but identification; man, building this

greatest and most personal of all tools, has in turn received a

boat-shaped mind, and the boat a man-shaped soul

—John Steinbeck, The Log from the Sea of Cortez



To locate yourself in new territory and lay some claim more consequential than a mailing address, I believe you must seek out what could be called its “sense of place,” that particular weave of relationships among plants, animals, people, landscape, ideas, and history that flourishes more or less uniquely under local circumstance. I know of only one way to go about the search—take up a single thread of the fabric, follow it, and just let one thing lead to another. If you fish, you already have the advantage of a starting point, so when I dropped anchor in Oregon ten years ago, I bought a new fly rod, tied up some local patterns, and went looking for steelhead.

Above all other fish, steelhead were to me the most intriguing natives of the Northwest. They defined its angling identity. Even though from northern California to Alaska, there were thousands, perhaps tens of thousands of miles of steelhead water, my imagination returned always to a few rivers—the North Umpqua, the Deschutes, the Rogue. Steelhead could be found elsewhere, but Oregon was steelhead country. That first winter, I fished eagerly, often, and in deep ignorance. When the run at last tailed off in March, I had hooked exactly four steelhead and landed two of them. There are advantages to being self-taught; the quality of instruction is not one of them.

The summer steelhead, I’d heard, came more readily to the fly. But when summer came, I found myself too absorbed in trout fishing to bother, and the steelhead season passed without a single trip. During the warm months I nevertheless incubated little plans for the upcoming winter, read up on the subject, tended pet theories, tied new flies. The second winter went a bit better than the first, and the next year a bit better yet. Eventually, I logged enough river time and caught just enough steelhead to realize that I had neither a taste nor an aptitude for it, though I never determined which of these was a cause, which an effect. The fishing cooled of its own accord, trips tapered off to four or five a year, and I now find myself in the heart of steelhead country, lamely explaining why I fish them so seldom.

In fact, I raise the subject at all less for itself than for what the fish unexpectedly led me to. The first steelhead trip, and many thereafter, were undertaken with a partner, also new to Oregon, in a borrowed McKenzie River driftboat—a shameful, wooden disaster of archaic design, dryrotted in a few vital areas, with oversized oars. It
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i 1‘%ﬁike‘i«m is taking us in the onﬁ*’direction the literature of angling should go:

M ding our place in the natural world. His voice is indispensable.
"*q.‘ \ —Thomas McGuane
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