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        For Guido, for sharing your stories and your life, and for our children—may they too fight for what they love in this world
      

         

         
      
    

      

   


   
      
         

         
            Wilderness is a necessity … They will see what I meant in time.

            – JOHN MUIR 
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         stronghold: a place that has been fortified in order to protect it against attack; a place where a cause or belief is defended or upheld; a bastion, a haven.
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            Introduction

         

         Kamchatka, Russia, 1999

         The Mi-8 was packed beyond all reasonable capacity. Thirty-two passengers, two zodiacs with outboard jet engines, three whitewater rafts, six wall tents, scientific equipment, rods, food, and miscellaneous gear filled the chopper from floor to ceiling. The only way back to civilization was over the Sredinny mountain range, whose peaks rose to more than eleven thousand feet. The pilot tapped his watch to urge one last passenger on board, but Guido Rahr refused. Inside the helicopter the group was getting restless. Their fuel was limited and the weather was shifting. What was the holdup? The men conferred loudly over the thrum of the whirling rotor. What was going on?

         In bush flying, it’s said that if you can get the doors of a helicopter closed, it will fly. The Mi-8 had two powerful turbine engines and was built for the toughest conditions. But with the weight of the gear and a section of heavy oil-drilling pipe, the chopper’s wheels had sunk into the soft meadow soil and the fuselage was resting on the ground. The battered old helicopter with its oil-streaked hull looked too much like a death trap. Guido turned away from the distressing sight to study the weather. The gathering of low clouds forced his decision. He marched resolutely to the helicopter and squeezed himself in with the others. It would be a tragedy for the group and their invaluable data to perish on the return trip, but what choice did they have? The doors closed—barely. The passengers sat grimly along the sides of the fuselage, trapped by the mountain of gear around them.

         Among them were elite fly fishermen and some of Russia’s and America’s top scientists. Together they had explored one of Russia’s many untouched salmon rivers on the peninsula of Kamchatka. Somewhere in the chopper sprigs of vegetation and river water floated in tubes and canisters of liquid nitrogen preserved fish scales and fin clippings. Packed away in waterproof bags were notebooks that held sketches and topographical measurements. Together, these gathered bits described an immense ecosystem Americans hadn’t known existed. It was an ecosystem based on salmon. If they made it home, the team of scientists could help to change the way people saw salmon and their rivers forever.

         The difficulty was in reaching this remote region, and in getting back home again.

         Guido settled himself among his companions. Churning at full throttle, the turbine could barely lift them. It groaned and trembled before heaving itself upward, then rose slowly above the forest, sending leaves and branches whirling. The pilot dropped the nose of the chopper and headed south, flying so low over the forest that the branches seemed to brush the bottom of the craft.

         They stayed low for a hundred miles, flying over the Kolpakova, Varavskaya, and Kol rivers. Through the windows the passengers could glimpse a vast landscape of forests, rivers, and mountains. The Sea of Okhotsk glittered to the west. To the east were mountain slopes dusted with the first snow of winter. Below were hills blanketed in a gold-and-orange mosaic of stone birch and river valleys marked by still-green bands of cottonwood and alder. 

         Guido had a view of the cockpit. The pilot was on the left, the navigator on the right, and the mechanic in the middle. It boded well that all three had some gray hair, and likely were veteran Russian pilots who had fought in the Afghan war. The pilot was looking for a break in the peaks. Guido watched his stoic face in half-profile as he decided on a route and headed straight toward the base of the mountain range. As the land began to rise, the pilot held his course. The chopper seemed ready to kiss the earth when the air pressure from the blades meeting the ground pushed it aloft. A few hundred yards later they were heading straight back into the mountain again, this time barely missing a copse of pines.

         No one spoke as they stair-stepped up the mountain. Each passenger was sealed in his own isolation. Not all of them could see what was happening, but they could feel it. The chopper was hopping lamely from forest to tundra to snowpack. As they climbed higher, the engines labored in the thinning air.

         Guido watched through the cockpit as the volcanic ridge above them approached. The vegetation below had given way to rock, snow, and ice. When they broke through the clouds, Guido got a partial view of two jagged rocky peaks with a slight dip in between, defined by a long ridge of windblown snow. The final precipice rose before them like a wall.

         At the top of the ridge was a thin cornice of snow, as sharp as a razor. The helicopter throbbed and whined as it reached the summit. Then, they were through.

         The other side of the mountain gave way to a thousand feet of vertical cliff. When the ground beneath them disappeared, the helicopter tipped over the cornice and fell. As the Mi-8 rolled slightly to the left, the cargo began to slide. One of the American passengers stood up and yelled “Oh shit!” and was immediately restrained by the Russian next to him. Any further destabilization could put them into a roll.

         As the helicopter fell, its roar and groan were replaced by silence. The men felt weightless as the rotors thumped against the gravity of their descent. Long seconds passed as the blades slowly caught purchase in the thin air and stabilized the chopper. Gradually, it moved forward as well as down, arcing out across the mountain range into the broad valley of the Kamchatka River and the city of Petropavlovsk beyond. Guido strained to see the rivers below. He recognized these transporters of fish as living organisms now, and wanted to observe the idiosyncrasies of their design, where their flow was pinched by canyons, where they curved back on themselves, and where they spread across the plains like light.

         Of the many trips to Russia that followed, some would be to Moscow, to do battle behind the walls of the Kremlin. His battle would hurtle him into one of the most formidable, complicated, and unpredictable countries in the world. To protect these perfect rivers, he needed knowledge, money, and power. And he needed them in Russia.

         Over the next twenty years and twenty-five expeditions, Guido would harness the power of oligarchs and billionaires on two continents to protect vast swaths of pristine wilderness and do more than any man alive to make the United States and Russia realize they were joint custodians of a massive watershed ecosystem held in place by salmon.

         It was the salmon that had brought Guido to the fight. He had chased them for most of his life and seemed to take instruction from their wildness, their resilience, and their unwavering purpose. Perhaps the salmon, with their epic migrations and unflagging determination to live, inspired him to choose a course that even those closest to him could sometimes not believe.

         It had all started long ago, on the other end of the Pacific Rim, with a wayward towheaded boy and his fishing rod on a river in Oregon. A boy who, from the start, was uncommon.
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            The First Stronghold

         

         There were two fishing cabins on the Deschutes River, nestled up against the Warm Springs Indian Reservation. Guido’s family took a boat across the river and wheelbarrowed their provisions to their cabin. There were no roads on their side of the river, just miles of wilderness. The trails, mountains, canyons, draws, and creeks were part of their family mythology, a landscape both unknowable and intimate, like the river that flowed so full and strong even when they were not there, that changed every moment and changed not at all.

         And cradled in this rough crèche, there were many ways to die. There were rattlesnakes coiled in the woodpile, scorpions sheltering under flat rocks, black widows spun into the corners of the boot room. None of them was as dangerous as the river itself; the river that had taken a beau of Guido’s mother and a beloved cousin, swallowed them from sight, tugging them into the whirling currents and underwater vortices.

         The other cabin belonged to our family. My father and Guido’s mother were siblings, and in summers our families merged into one. There were five children in the Rahr family, and three in ours. Clustered around the same age, we were knit close in that rugged country, playing games and making up stories that were too wild for most children. 

         Guido (pronounced Gee-doe) was the oldest of our pack of first cousins, and the only one who moved through our dangerous kingdom as if he belonged there. He had a natural grace and assurance and he rarely stepped wrong. As early as seven years old he would disappear for the day and rejoin us wordlessly, leaving us to wonder about the life he was leading, and how different it was from ours. He had been born with a natural intelligence that gave him a power we all recognized.

         I tried to follow him. I was younger and a girl, but I was tough and I didn’t complain. He tolerated me sometimes, but only if I moved through the landscape as he did, mimicking his silent walk, my senses alert. I stood by as he divined where a blue racer lay resting in the shade of a sagebrush, or when he lifted a rock that harbored a scorpion. He was no more afraid of a rattlesnake than a mouse, and his quick hands could catch anything.

         He told me that even with his feet on the ground, he saw the earth from far above. I believed, in some shamanistic way, that he could. I believed that from his place in the sky, the stories of the land were apparent to him: those of rock formations, springs, volcanoes, and landslides. And within these large stories were smaller ones, each as complex and complete as a miniature solar system. He could make me see these things, and so was a kind of god to me.

         I could not have guessed then how close we would one day be nor, indeed, that it was even possible to be close to such a boy.

         
             

         

         I knew in a childlike way that Guido wasn’t wired like most people. Nor was I. Since infancy, I had experienced brain tremors when for intense moments I trembled and shook and was unable to communicate. The episodes were both frightening and mysterious, for no doctor could explain why they happened. The tremors temporarily severed my connection to the world around me, and were terribly isolating. Guido was also isolated, but his was a strong isolation, and it was happy. Our slight maladaptations marked us as black sheep, the children the adults worried about most, the ones discussed in the hushed hours after dinner. But in those lonely, afflicted childhood years, Guido’s contrariety was a gift to me. When I was with him, I lost track of time. His simple, focused world delivered me from the painful vicissitudes of my own. I didn’t grasp then what an impossible child he was for his parents to raise—or how hurtful he was to the family he more or less ignored. My aunt Laurie later told me how she and Guido Sr. had struggled with a son who had no interest in learning what they had to teach him, or indeed in what the wider world considered a conventional education.

         What Guido wanted, from infancy, was the freedom to pursue his own learning, unimpeded by the many adults who oversaw his life. Another world beckoned to him, and the wilder the better. When his parents denied him access to it, he ran away. By the age of four, Guido had run away multiple times to roam the fields and streams around their home in Oregon; the local police became familiar with the boy who vanished into Lake Oswego’s undeveloped swaths of suburbia, where he captured anything that moved and befriended it long enough to study it. Back in his room, he filled notebook upon notebook with renderings of insects, reptiles, and fish.

         His mother was struck by the accuracy of his drawings. In preschool his precocity was noted by his teacher when she asked the class to draw what they thought their insides looked like. Most of the children drew circles filled with scribbles. Guido’s drawing had intestines and bones and organs. His teacher was so astonished she called his parents to inform them that their four-year-old had a rudimentary understanding of human biology. Laurie was mystified. The only way Guido could have known such things was by studying the family World Book Encyclopedia, and what four-year-old did that?

         His first-grade teacher, Helga Peters, told Laurie that she’d never had a student like Guido; that in her experience most children were like sausages—you could stuff them full of knowledge. But Guido wasn’t like that; he knew exactly what he wanted to learn—and it wasn’t what she was teaching.

         She wrote,

         
            Guido has been the most original student during his first year in our primary grades. The academic tools, i.e. learning to read, learning to write and coping with mathematical concepts are to Guido an evil to be suffered…. He wants to read and write about the mysteries of nature, the creatures and the glorious wonders of creation. Although he can express himself magnificently in all art forms he is trying hard to read and to write, not easy when he has to match his excellent vocabulary. Since his speech is fast and slurred it is very hard for him to sound and spell words.

         

         Up until this point, his parents had no idea anything was unusual about their firstborn other than that he was spirited and independent. “We didn’t know he was different,” Laurie said. “It was other people who told us he wasn’t normal.” As Guido grew older, the Rahrs began to struggle with their expectations of him. “That he simply wouldn’t cooperate came as a terrible shock to us,” Laurie remembered. Guido Sr. was bewildered by his son’s obstinacy and a character so unlike his own. The product of a genteel aristocratic German family, Guido Sr. was a pipe smoker and reader of poetry, and his love of nature ran to the romantic. He preferred fields of wildflowers to the high desert, the Alps to Oregon’s rivers, a vintage rifle to a fishing rod. The rest of the Rahr children pleased Guido Sr. greatly; they were well behaved and seemed to understand the order of things. His firstborn continued to thwart his expectations.

         One time the family set off for a posh tennis camp in Arizona to polish both their children’s games and their etiquette. On their first day there, Guido failed to show up for a single tennis class. Somehow he managed to escape the compound and slink into the wilderness to see what lived in the bushes and under the rocks of the John Gardiner Tennis Ranch. He knew there were collared lizards and banded geckos. Of particular interest were the chuckwalla lizards, native to the region. These lizards did not live in Oregon, and Guido was eager to get his hands on one. When the family returned after their day of tennis, Guido was nowhere to be found. A scream issued from his mother in the bathroom when she found the bathtub filled with foot-long chuckwalla lizards.

         “We couldn’t keep track of him,” his mother said. “He always had his own agenda—and we were not party to it. It was only afterwards, when it was a fait accompli, that we learned what he was up to.”

         While he showed an aptitude for natural science, it was clear that something else was going on with Guido. He had an aversion to reading, and to any book that didn’t involve pictures of reptiles. Unlike his educated and literary parents, he did not enjoy school, nor did he excel in classes other than art. Midway through elementary school, Guido was diagnosed with dyslexia. Special tutors were called in and he was forcibly held to the studies he loathed. When he was released, he disappeared, melting into the woods like a spirit. In fourth grade, Guido showed a glimmer of a deeper capacity. On a hunch, his mother gave him Raymond Ditmars’s The Reptiles of North America. It was a thick academic tome, filled with Latinate terms, scientific descriptions, and beautiful black-and-white plates and illustrations. “His eyes grew big,” she remembered. “He sat down with it right away. I think it was the first book he had ever wanted to read.” His parents watched as Guido bored into the pages of Ditmars’s guide. “It took him weeks to get through it, but he memorized it cover to cover.” Laurie Rahr was fascinated by Guido’s determination. It seemed that by sheer will, her nine-year-old son overcame his dyslexia.

         While words were cooperating, numbers were another matter. Numbers and the language of math did not make sense to him, and he tried hard to understand what seemed rudimentary to everyone else.

         
             

         

         Guido was eleven when the Rahrs moved to Minnesota and his father took over the family malting business. Guido’s life took a turn for the worse, for the wildlife here was paltry, and the reptiles were limited to painted turtles, garter snakes, and the occasional skink. Most of what he could catch was uninteresting to him. I visited then, and found Guido in a desperate state. His blond hair hung long and lank over blue eyes that had lost their spark.

         To survive the confines of his room, he had created a wilderness. Snakes and lizards came and went from open cages and sunned on pillows and windowsills while Guido sat in the middle of the floor and sketched them. We set off in a canoe to scour the banks of Lake Minnetonka for creatures, but mostly we just wanted to be away from the manicured lawns and gardens of the Rahr property. All we found were ducks, which we chased until they flew away. It was still thrilling to be with Guido, and to be included in the hunt. Even with the ducks on Lake Minnetonka, I knew we were not playing a game. Hunting was a deadly serious pursuit that required every bit of our attention. I had to be aware of every stick and leaf, of stepping right and pausing to wait when Guido paused, and holding my breath and remaining motionless when he held up his hand. I don’t know why it was so much fun, except that I had become something of a hunter too. Guido had activated the instinct in me, and he’d done it by collapsing the distance between me and the natural world.

         It was only years later that I thought about how he’d done such a thing. It was partly his intensity and focus, for these were contagious. Mostly, though, I think it was his preternatural understanding of a realm that most could not see. One can sense expanded awareness in another person, even if one cannot understand it. With Guido, I became a part of the trees and wind, the buzz of insects and flitting of birds. I could sense the life in the undergrowth and beneath the surface of the water. There were few thoughts in this place, and for long moments my mind gave over to an overwhelming feeling of connection and a sensation I can only describe as joy.

         The social nets that might have caught other children failed to hold Guido. Because of his after-school tutoring, he was excluded from sports teams. As time went on, sports and social events lost all appeal for him. He had no friends to speak of, which didn’t bother him much, as snakes had become his preferred company. He spent his days thinking about them and the crisp intricacy of their design. Nothing he had seen in nature was quite as beautiful, or mysterious. While other children took notes, Guido sat in the back of class sketching lizards and snakes and the sagebrush of Oregon’s high desert in the margins of his notebook, a diversion that did not result in good grades. While his mother admired his artistic ability, Guido’s father was less enthralled. Guido Sr. was a conservative man who would have preferred that his firstborn son take over the family business, as he himself had done. His father recognized that the privilege he had bestowed upon his son might be wasted on him; more concerning was that his son eschewed opportunities, turned his back on open doors, and every year drifted further away from what was conventionally acceptable.

         Guido continued to struggle in school, especially in math. His recalcitrant attitude did nothing to help. The faculty at the exclusive Blake School had not warmed to him—nor he to them. The one teacher Guido held out hope for was Richard Green (not his real name), a fellow herpetologist, who had set up a “live” room in the basement of the school that housed a veritable zoo of reptiles. Green kept the capacious room dark and warm. It was filled, floor to ceiling, with cages that held boa constrictors, pythons, an anaconda, and even a pair of Gila monsters. In large enclosures on the floor lounged nine or ten alligators and crocodiles, the largest being a two-hundred-pound American alligator that hissed in the darkness when Guido walked by.

         The live room was an oasis for Guido—and Richard Green was a beacon. Anxious to make a good impression, Guido volunteered to help Green take care of his reptiles, changing their cages and feeding them while his teacher taught upstairs. Green had no objection to Guido’s help, but when the boy attempted to engage him in conversation, Green made it clear that he was not interested in Guido, or his knowledge of reptiles. To Guido, who had few if any allies, it felt like a crushing betrayal.

         The mutual distrust between Guido and his teachers grew as the boy slipped further from sight. He spent every possible moment in the live room, where it was clear to him that some of the animals were failing to thrive; a few grew so weak, they faded from life altogether. Guido did what he could to nurse them back to health and was, as a result, perpetually late for classes. His excuses invariably involved a complication with an ailing snake or a lizard who was off its feed. The faculty was tiring of Guido’s delinquency and what they considered to be his colorful fabrications. One afternoon when Guido emerged from the darkness of the live room with dilated pupils, a teacher accused him of doing drugs. In the 1970s, use of drugs, particularly psychedelic drugs, was on the rise in the country, and Blake had adopted a hypervigilant stance. Ignoring Guido’s insistence that he had never taken LSD or anything like it, the school called the Rahrs into the dean’s office and told them that their son was doing hallucinogens.

         Guido had barely recovered from this injustice when he was caught for something else. This time he was guilty. He and another boy had brought flasks of gin and apple juice to the school prom. They hadn’t even tasted the questionable cocktail when they were apprehended by chaperones. Unlike the other boy, Guido was not simply lectured; he was suspended and sent to a youth treatment center for a week. It was, in the eyes of the Rahrs, an overreaction that further stigmatized their son. When he got back to school, the other kids steered clear of him.

         Guido discovered he could pursue a superior education from home. By mail and phone, he befriended an older crowd who had knowledge of reptiles, many of whom had doctoral degrees. He soon learned how to buy, sell, and swap snakes by US post. His allowance and chore money were spent procuring rare species by mail and, unbeknownst to his family, the menagerie in his room grew. The adolescent boy was also becoming an authority. Members of his chosen tribe recognized both his intelligence and his knowledge, which was rapidly expanding.

         By twelve, Guido was well versed in global reptile dealing. He was particularly keen on rare boa constrictors, specifically from the Caribbean. Endemic species from these islands were beautiful and hard to come by, but he had located a dealer in Florida who had access to such species, marvelous big snakes with exquisite markings. Guido was on the phone with the dealer every week, peppering him with questions while he raised money for a Caribbean boa. The dealer assumed Guido was an adult because he spoke with such authority and referred to the snakes by their Latin names. He realized Guido was a kid only when his mother picked up the phone one day, listened in for a moment, and promptly shut down the conversation.

         Increasingly, Guido existed on the fringes of his family, with little to no interaction with his four younger siblings. “I’m not sure he was even aware of us,” his sister Sarah remembered, “or our pets—which he had no respect for.” It was true, Guido couldn’t have cared less about the family dogs, or his sister’s guinea pig—these vulnerable, warm-blooded creatures lacked the elegant design of reptiles and the perfectly adapted physiques that allowed them to survive cold winters or months without food. Mammals, including humans, could not elude detection or live for weeks under a rock. They could not swallow and digest live prey, wasting nothing. Mammals were born vulnerable, and from birth needed nurturing and care. It was only years later that it occurred to me that Guido not only admired cold-blooded creatures but identified with them. They were solitary, quiet, and often misunderstood. They were also quick and crafty, and their survival depended on their ability to disappear from sight.

         
             

         

         At fifteen, Guido moved off the grid entirely when he was offered a job few his age could even attempt. His second cousin Spencer Beebe, a budding conservationist, had recognized Guido’s gift for catching and observing reptiles and recommended him for the job of conducting a survey on a vast tract of land that had been gifted to the Nature Conservancy in central Oregon. Spencer insisted that if anyone would be able to tell them what lived on the Lawrence Memorial Grassland Preserve, it was this teenage kid.

         Guido was given a three-week summer internship, and, with some reservations, his parents dropped him in the middle of Oregon’s high desert to document snake and other reptile life. Here he lived happily in a rustic cabin and spent the days hunting for creatures, accountable to no one. When he returned to Minnesota, his parents could no longer ignore that Guido needed out, not just of Blake but of the Midwest. Far from his chosen habitat, he was failing to thrive. That year, they took him on a tour of reputable boarding schools on both the east and west coasts, but he instantly favored the one “alternative” school in Arizona. Verde Valley was composed of small adobe buildings and situated in gorgeous red-rock country. The school faced a monumental sandstone spire that dominated the horizon like a cathedral. As soon as Guido saw the vast acreage and high desert surrounding Verde Valley’s campus, the tour was over for him. He promptly slipped away from his parents to explore the habitat of the mountain king snake, a lovely and mild-mannered snake with bright-red bands that Guido had coveted for years. The Rahrs had a hard time getting their son back in the car.

         It was the first time Guido had felt comfortable in an institution of learning. He was allowed to bring his snake collection with him, and he quickly added to it, taking full advantage of the school’s relaxed atmosphere to live wild and skip classes to chase reptiles in the rimrock of Arizona’s high desert. On cultural exchanges, Guido was sent for a month to live on a Navajo Indian reservation, and later he went to a small Mexican village, where he practiced his Spanish working the fields with the locals. He felt perfectly at ease in these poor, rural communities with people who lived close to the land, a land that grew corn and wheat and was alive with birds and insects—a far cry from the concrete suburbs of Minneapolis.

         After his first year, Guido came home with a footlocker of dirty clothes and lurked close by while his mother sat in the laundry room sorting through the pile. As she was nearing the bottom, Guido looked in and advised her to stop. Laurie rose and backed up, knowing what might be in store. From the bottom of the locker, Guido pulled a strangely weighted pillowcase and opened it for his mother, who took a quick peek. Coiled within it was a large black-tailed rattlesnake. By way of explanation all Guido offered was, “It was too beautiful to leave behind.”

         The Rahrs’ cleaning woman did not fare as well. The poor woman was terrorized by Guido’s wandering menagerie; her nerves were frayed after finding one too many snakes coiled in closets. Finally she snapped when she discovered a snake burrowed between sheets in a laundry basket, at which point she got in her car and drove away. Later she had her husband call and tell the Rahrs she was never coming back.

         
             

         

         I saw Guido at our river cabins in the summers, and throughout the year I heard tales of his misbehavior. As a teenager, he was unkempt and hard to see, his face obscured by long hair and tinted glasses. He was bored by and unfit for social interaction, and he rarely joined us at mealtime. Having a normal conversation with him was pointless, and I never tried. It was by following him that I learned. Once in a while I proved useful to him by catching interesting reptiles. Sometimes, when warranted, he paused his own furious hunt to acknowledge me as someone with occasional value. These moments of recognition left me beaming, for Guido was fiercely real, as pure and unapologetic as nature itself. To register in his world, even momentarily, meant more than the approval of any adult.

         At fifteen, Guido had become interested in catching the fish that swam in the Deschutes River. The rest of us were already fishing, catching and keeping the allowed twelve-inch rainbows that we called “breakfast fish,” for that was when we fried them in butter, peeled the meat from their delicate bones, and ate them. Guido, who had been wholly preoccupied with reptiles, came late to the game. When he decided he wanted to learn how to fly-fish, however, our grandfather resisted teaching him, possibly for less than honorable reasons.

         Our grandfather was a proud and competitive angler who had founded our little community on the Deschutes, building its rock walls and planting its great shade trees that grew leafy and tall, creating an oasis in the middle of the high desert. The Deschutes was his personal fiefdom, and he had named every hole, riffle, tail-out, and stump that yielded fish. This charming, mercurial man was the founder of our family stronghold, a place we sheltered from the outside world.

         Grandfather did not yet know what to make of his first grandson, who roundly ignored his authority. The boy was an irritant in other ways too. While Grandfather claimed a great affinity with nature, it was clear that his grandson’s relationship to the natural world went deeper, that somehow the boy’s understanding and instinctual knowledge of the river trumped the old man’s. It might have been pride or ego that prevented Grandpa from teaching Guido how to fly-fish, and jealously keeping the secrets of the river from him. Guido responded by committing the capital offense of bringing his Minnesota spinning rod to the Deschutes, where he proceeded to hook and catch the prize fish of the river.

         The distinction between fly-fishing and regular fishing is, for some fly fishermen, as fraught as a dispute between warring religious sects. In our family dogma (laid out by my grandfather), fly fishermen were more respectful, intelligent, and even morally superior to lure fishermen. It was the difference between a hunter who stalks his prey for days versus the weekend warrior who shoots from the back of a truck. One is fighting fair, and the other is a kind of terrorist.

         The virtues of the fly fisherman run deep. He meets a fish on its own ground, casting a fly attached to a tiny barbless hook (so as to not injure the fish with its removal). This fly has been tied of tiny strands of feather and fur to make it imitate the flies the fish feed on naturally. Casting such a fly is no easy matter, for it must be made to land on the water like any other fly. Getting such a light object to travel through the air with speed and direction requires momentum. This is provided by the angler, who casts his line forcefully forward and back before sending it sailing across the river. The backcast is an ongoing trial that, if survived, can bestow the angler with the precious gift of patience. The banks of the Deschutes were annoyingly filled with vegetation, and as children we spent as much time untangling our flies from branches and trees as we did fishing. The knots we so painstakingly tied often did not hold, and our flies were lost to the sagebrush and oaks. I have memories of screaming in frustration.

         The fly fisherman often wades into the river to get away from trees, or to access a certain patch of water. Here, he becomes part of the river and stands often for hours with the current tugging him. Navigating the slippery rocks he cannot see, he casts his fly, fixing an eye on it as it floats downstream. Then, with every sense available to him, he becomes attuned to the exact moment the fly is taken by a fish from below and disappears from view—at which point he raises the rod to set the hook. It is one point among many at which the fish may escape.

         The reasons for success or failure in fly-fishing are multitudinous. It is a challenging, if not maddening, sport, and one with no guaranteed reward. There are many mysteries as to why a fish does or doesn’t take a fisherman’s fly, and only some of them are linked to the angler’s skill. These mysteries are mulled over obsessively by anglers like my grandfather, for whom fish and parts of the river assumed almost supernatural powers, inspiring him to grapple with nature’s complexity and accept (as well as he could) his own mortal limitations.

         A tackle fisherman (also called a spinning, bait, lure, or gear fisherman) has an easier go of it. Standing on the bank, he casts a weighted lure and lets it sink straight down into the water, where it may very well bonk a fish on the head and be snapped at out of irritation. If ignored, the lure is then rapidly reeled in and travels through the water with enticing speed, flashing brightly in the darkness. Compared to a homely dry fly, spinning lures are tantalizingly perfect imitations of minnows, and they prey on the vulnerability of surprise as well as a fish’s sensitivity to light. Once swallowed, the two treble hooks, one attached to the middle and the other to the end of the lure, are not designed for easy removal.

         The big trout of our home water on the Deschutes went for Guido’s glinting, diving Rapala lure, one after another. These were important fish we all knew about, the four-and five-star generals—big resident rainbows that often broke Grandfather’s line as many times, earning them their stars. Guido caught many of them, and he did so easily and, to our grandfather’s horror, barbarically—with the insult of a spinning rod. To Guido it didn’t matter; he was going to catch fish one way or another. He landed them, netted them, hooked his fingers through their gills, and paraded them past Grandfather’s cabin without a sideways glance. It was a declaration of war. Helpless and enraged, Grandfather called an emergency meeting with the aunts and uncles. The question was what to do about Guido; the boy had to be stopped. What he was doing was indecent—it was criminal! They decided that the only thing to do was to teach him to fly-fish. 

         
            * * *

         

         We shared the Deschutes with the Warm Springs Indian Tribe, whom we rarely saw because they lived on the other end of their large reservation. Like other Native American tribes in the Pacific Northwest, the Warm Springs Tribe had exclusive rights to fish for salmon, and the tribe did so mostly twenty miles or so downriver, at a fifteen-foot waterfall where the salmon were relatively easy to net as they attempted to hurl themselves up the falls. So as children, we knew little of salmon; our domain consisted mainly of rainbow trout, a crafty and mysterious creature that often eluded our flies. Guido alone seemed to have the capacity to imagine their lives in the river—to follow them to a world that consumed him completely. Driven by a feverish determination to understand them, he made a comprehensive study not just of the fish but of their river. When Guido was fifteen, the Deschutes came bursting into life. I watched him lie in the sagebrush on his belly noting the insect hatches, the trees and the angle of their branches, the pitch of the bank and the shadows he cast, the bubbling currents and the still waters. And as he watched, I knew he was beginning to anticipate where the fish might be, and what they might be doing—or about to do. The end result was always capture, the proof he had understood it all right. The rigor of fly-fishing suited him perfectly. The harder he had to work for his quarry, the more he respected it.

         After catching more than his share of four-and five-star generals the honorable way, Guido graduated quietly from trout to their grand seagoing relatives, steelhead. We rarely saw these majestic fish. They were big and powerful and swam in fast from the ocean, hell-bent on getting to their birth streams to spawn. They were nearly impossible to catch. As Guido conjured their lives deep in the current, he experimented with flies that sank to the bottom and swam slowly, mimicking the nymph form of stone flies that steelhead feed on. To the consternation of our elders, he got it right. Soon these glinting chrome-sided steelhead were flipping out of the water like little porpoises at the end of Guido’s line. One day, when we were wandering up Eagle Creek, Guido gave me a proper introduction to this fish I barely understood. He took us off trail so we could stay close to the stream. Guido saw the steelhead long before I did and motioned me silently to the ground. For the next hour we lay still in the tall grass watching a steelhead hen fighting her way up Eagle Creek, her strong back breaching in the sun as she leaped up the last rapids—all the way back to the place where she’d been born. We inched forward to find that she had chosen her redd just yards away from where we lay. We could hear her scuttling stones and pebbles with her tail to make the nest that would protect her eggs. By the time she had finished her thrashing, her tail was ragged and torn, and her energy spent. Nearby were vying males, chasing off one another and returning to the shivering female, waiting for her to release her burden of eggs.

         “She started out as a little rainbow trout,” Guido whispered by way of explanation. I still didn’t understand the connection between rainbow trout and steelhead. I couldn’t see the relationship between this enormous green-backed fish and the lively little rainbows we caught. Guido shared another perplexing observation by pointing out that the primary contenders for the hen’s eggs now were a steelhead buck and a resident trout. The trout was small, dark, and opportunistic. Guido explained how he had opted to play it safe in the river and was now edging in on the action of a buck who had traveled thousands of miles to reach this place, this moment. The buck, with his deep red sides, wearily chased the pesky trout away with the last of his energy. The truth of the matter, Guido added, was that the nobler fish did not always win the prize. Either fish could inseminate the hen’s eggs. This seemed wildly unfair to me, but Guido accepted such realities without judgment or sentiment. Very early on he understood that nature had its ways, and there was a reason for everything.

         We would return to this spot in the late spring and early summer  because Eagle Creek ran dry by July, and minnows could get trapped. Grandfather had started a tradition that we dutifully carried out every year, hauling buckets and nets up the canyon to rescue the tiny fish in their isolated pools, scooping up the darting schools that gasped for oxygen in the warming creek. We released them in the calm inlet where Eagle Creek met the Deschutes. Here they quickly revived in the cold water, gathering together like a little army to face the swift current.

         As Guido spent more and more time in the Deschutes, his relationship with steelhead intensified. This fish seemed to have taken the place of snakes and lizards, perhaps because it had more to teach him. Steelhead were every bit as enigmatic as he was, and every year during the brief steelhead season, it seemed the two of them conducted a long, private conversation at opposite ends of a fishing rod.

         I came to regard the fish swimming in our river as shape-shifters. The rainbow trout of the Deschutes could, under certain circumstances, transform their physiology and become anadromous: able to live in both fresh and salt water. They could leave the river as rainbow trout and come back as salmon. I still find it baffling that a creature can start life as one creature and end as another, like a dog going to the woods for a year and emerging as a wolf.

         When they return to the river from the sea, steelhead are long, silver, sleek as bullets, and look nothing like the jewel-toned rainbows they once were. They have become phenomenal swimmers, and have traveled thousands of miles. When you look at them, you have no question that they have joined the ranks of Pacific sea-run fish, the great tribe Oncorhynchus. Some fish scientists would argue that they have actually become salmon. Some say this isn’t possible. There are places where the human ability to understand the natural world falters.

         For all their likeness, steelhead don’t really behave like salmon. Salmon have been swimming the earth for millennia and are tough, resourceful fish. When the melting of the ice caps gave them access to the rich offerings of the sea, they adapted to salt water, transforming their lungs and kidneys to process this new element. When they are strong enough, young salmon leave the refuge of their birth rivers and swim downstream for the ocean, sheltering briefly in briny estuaries as their physiologies change. They then disappear into the ocean, swimming as far as Japan in their hunt for food, and staying away for up to four years. When it is time for them to spawn, salmon stop eating and swim all the way back to their birth rivers, repeating the journey in reverse. It is an epic effort that, after spawning, ends abruptly in death. The scientific term is semelparity—a dramatic strategy that makes biological sense, for the likelihood of a salmon surviving such a grueling journey more than once is slim. So they give it their all, just once.

         But steelhead deviate from this pattern, and others. While salmon travel to sea in schools, steelhead strike out on their own. They don’t turn right and migrate up the coast as other salmon do, but head straight for the open water by themselves. Here they might meet up and travel with other steelhead, swimming fast, covering up to ten miles a day toward whatever waters are calling them. Then they stay for a year, or two—or four. When they return to the river, they don’t die after spawning. Possessed of seemingly supernatural strength, they head back out to sea and return to spawn, sometimes multiple times.

         One would think that such a strenuous program would end in early death, but steelhead are one of the longest-living salmonids in the Pacific, with life spans of up to eight years. They are also the rarest.

         How is such a creature possible? As I write this, no one can explain beyond vagaries how steelhead came to be—or the process involved when a rainbow trout decides to leave the river for the sea. It seems to be an individual choice, if one could endow a fish with decision-making agency. There is seemingly little, if any, genetic logic involved. Two rainbow trout can spawn a steelhead just as two steelhead can spawn a rainbow trout. Whether a trout goes to sea or stays in the river is determined, no doubt, by many micro-variations.

         I like to think that maybe it is simply the spirit of the fish. Maybe, like some people, some trout strike out for the big city to try their luck at fortune and adventure, leaving their home rivers for the wide Pacific, where food is rich and they can grow bigger than they ever would in the river. The bigger the fish, the more eggs it can carry—and more eggs equals success, for it increases the probability that one’s offspring will survive. A rainbow trout lays eight hundred eggs while a steelhead lays three thousand. Such a payoff is very likely worth the long and dangerous journey, a journey that brings other transformations. In their bid for biological advantage, rainbow trout shed their troutiness and become steelhead, joining perhaps the most spectacular fish on earth—salmon. So similar are they, that some biologists consider them to be the seventh species of Pacific salmon.
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         It’s unlikely that one finds oneself falling in love with a fish. But in this, I followed my cousin once again. With salmon, Guido found a creature that captivated him completely. These fish were the purest expression of life he’d encountered, and seemed to hold answers to questions he had yet to ask.

         When Guido described the six species of Pacific salmon to me, I saw them clearly. There were the leaping, whimsical coho, who played and worked as a group; chinook, the kings, who were fiercely strong and organized, traveling far and wide in deepwater schools; sockeye, an enigmatic lake species who fed daintily on insects and zooplankton in slow water and turned from silvery to ruby red when spawning; the tough but less distinguished chum, who migrated at just a few weeks old in an undulating silvery cloud; and the small, plentiful pinks, whose range stretched all the way to Japan and who returned like clockwork every two years to their birth rivers. Cherry, or masu, salmon, were a rare Asian species that turned bright red when spawning and seemed almost like trout. Lastly were steelhead, the possible seventh species, who were quick, watchful, and solitary, and could hold in the fastest water.

         I have since wondered why Atlantic salmon did not evolve this way and remained, instead, a single species. Were they simply perfect as they were? Or did it have to do with something environmental—perhaps they were stymied by the colder water of the Atlantic, or uninspired by the shorter migration to their feeding grounds? Or maybe it had to do with the older, more sedate geography of the North American plate. Maybe the color and diversity of Pacific salmon simply mirrored the drama of their coast, where the grinding Pacific plate still pushes the earth’s magma into soaring mountain ranges that host surging rivers and lakes. Maybe Pacific salmon adapted to inhabit the myriad niches of the newest geography on earth. Maybe salmon, like humans, reflect the terrain to which they are born. That Atlantic salmon have all but disappeared from both Europe and the eastern seaboard makes Pacific salmon even more precious.

         Each of the six species of Pacific salmon has a “life history,” or a relatively fixed behavioral course. They spawn in different places of the river, laying their eggs in different kinds of water and in different-sized gravel; they eat different foods in different parts of the ocean; they mature and migrate at different times, staying in the ocean for different lengths of time. Staggered in this way, they do not compete, rather they are complements, colorful pieces to a mosaic that describes one of the most stable and productive ecosystems on earth.

         For whatever reason, the diversity of Pacific salmon has been key to their abundance. With the ever-changing conditions on earth, where no two years are the same, one species will prevail over another. For instance, in one year the ocean currents, temperature, and rainfall will benefit chum over chinook. The next year it will change. The end result is that no matter how tough the conditions, some salmon make it home to spawn.

         Every natural-born salmon has a home, a river or other body of water to which it belongs. And it has a place within that river, a bend or a gravel bar or a pool that is as familiar and safe as a hometown, with just the right depth and flow, and the right-sized gravel in which to lay their eggs. A salmon’s fidelity to its home river, to the exact patch where it was conceived, defies our modern perception of the randomness of nature, but then very little in nature is actually random. There are patterns, if we can but see them. But salmon disappear from our view when they enter the sea and are, at best, half known to us. We can watch them only at the beginning and end of their lives. What happens in between is a mystery. With electronic tracking we are able to see more and more, but there are major questions we are not close to answering. For instance, how do they find their way home from two thousand miles away? It is said that salmon navigate by the sun and the moon, that they are aligned with magnetic north, that they can sense in the cubic masses of salt water a tiny droplet from their home river. Perhaps all of this is true. What is incontestable is that salmon are some of the most determined, resilient creatures on earth. For hundreds of thousands of years nothing has prevented them from reaching their birth rivers to spawn—no matter the conditions or obstacles. In the span of our lives, this seemingly unalterable reality would change, changing Guido’s life with it.

         In my lifelong study of my cousin, I would return again and again to these fish he chased, and ultimately devoted his life to.  I watched their struggle become his. I watched as, over time, their spirits merged. In Native American lore, salmon people are guided by an inner knowing, and an understanding that some bends in the river bring ease and others hardship, but all are valuable in what they teach. Salmon people understand that hardship is learning, and that what is started must be finished. Where institutions failed Guido, nature did not. I think it’s possible that he took his deepest lessons from steelhead, and the tribe Oncorhynchus, the salmon. I think he was instructed by their majesty, strength, and singularity of purpose, and by their ability to adapt, to change in their very cells. I saw this in the course of Guido’s remarkable life; I saw that, given the right impetus, astonishing transformations are possible.
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            Tumbling Downstream

         

         The Verde Valley School in Sedona, Arizona, was a bend in the river that brought ease for the first time in Guido’s academic career. The school was filled with the sons and daughters of musicians, movie stars, and children like Guido, who needed a little more educational “flexibility.” The leniency was fully exploited by some students, Guido included. Along with the treasures of the Sonoran Desert, he discovered beer, Marlboro cigarettes, and the joys of topless coed sunbathing. While even the most liberal schools had academic requirements, Guido found he could ignore them and instead stage a years-long exploration of the remote canyons and rim plateaus of the Mogollon Rim, which he considered his true curriculum. In his senior year, he rarely attended class. Instead he pursued mountain king snakes and rattlers in the red dust of the desert.

         He passed his classes doing the minimum of work, unaware that he had pushed the system too far. When it came time for graduation, Guido was faced with his comeuppance. The school administrators made the unusual decision of electing to prevent Guido from sliding through with the rest of his class. They telephoned the Rahrs in Minnesota and advised them to accept their strong recommendation to withhold a diploma; Guido was a truant who had no regard for the system. It would be a mistake to let him proceed at this juncture. He needed to take his knocks in the real world. While disappointed, his parents weren’t entirely surprised. Reluctantly, they agreed.

         Guido accepted his sentence stoically. The filament of trust remaining between him and authority had disintegrated, and that was that. It didn’t take much deliberation to decide on his next move; he would return to the river. Releasing some of his snakes into the desert and bagging up the rest, he set off for Bend, Oregon. He’d heard a rumor that lurking somewhere in the deep pools of the upper Deschutes River was a secret population of unusually large brown trout.

         Finding and catching “trophy” trout was a momentous challenge in the fly-fishing world, and big browns were the toughest of all trout. Only a few elite anglers knew how to catch them, and these men did not share their secrets. There was nothing for Guido to do but teach himself, which suited him fine. He left without his parents’ blessing or financial support. If he was going to fish for a living, he would have to make his own way—and he would have to start at the bottom of the food chain.

         
             

         

         Bend in the seventies was a medium-sized town surrounded by high desert, alfalfa fields, and magnificent snow-covered mountains. Guido didn’t know a soul there, and he had little money. These things mattered not at all; the air was pure and clear, and the upper Deschutes River flowed cheerfully through the center of town. Work for young drifters like Guido was scarce, but living was cheap. He found a room in a low-rent group house, got a job at Shakey’s Pizza, and promptly began a methodical pursuit of the browns. Every free day he spent alone in the canyon land of the upper Deschutes, surrounded by basalt cliffs and springs fringed with watercress. He stood for hours in the deep pools among the cattails, junipers, and ponderosas, intoxicated by the ambrosial smell of sage and looking for the browns, but they were nowhere to be found.

         At the local fly-fishing shop, the Fly Box, Guido met a fishing guide named Chip Chipalla, who knew the Deschutes like the back of his hand. Chip was a loner like Guido, with a scraggly beard, a cowboy hat, and an old pickup truck. He told Guido he had an idea of where the big browns might be hiding. Soon the two of them were jouncing off road in Chip’s truck looking for pools they thought could be holding their quarry. Chip had a spot in mind far upriver. It was getting late when Chip pulled the truck over and led Guido to an overlook. Below was a stretch of deep, slow water that they could see clearly from the high rocks above. As they stared down, the wind stirred the scent of sagebrush and dimpled the pool with tiny ripples. Moments later, a sizable brown back rose from the depths, cresting and rolling through the water before disappearing from sight. The two men stopped breathing—then they whooped.

         The next day, Guido was back at the pool on his own. Sitting under a juniper tree, he watched the water from above. It was getting toward dusk and the cliff swallows had started to feed, tilting and angling their fine sharp wings as they caught insects in midair—the same insects fish fed on. Guido sat up when something disturbed the water below, sending rings across the pool. Soon the biggest trout he had ever seen broke the surface and rolled, giving Guido a long look at its green back and orange sides dappled with black, dime-sized spots. This was his pool, he thought; this was his fish. He scrambled down the rocks to the bank, where he could see the browns rise up close. The water churned and roiled as the fish rose to aggressively feed on what Guido could clearly see were caddis flies, large aquatic moths.

         Guido knew to offer a fish something it was hungry for, but he started fishing for the browns using the flies he had, thinking he might get lucky. He had caught his share of big, wise fish, and he could cast a pretty-near-perfect fly; nine times out of ten it fell gracefully from his leader and alighted on the water as if blown there by the wind. It went on to float along the current as if it were entirely alone; there were no telltale loops or kinks in the fishing line, no drag by the leader creating a tiny V wake, rendering it unnatural. But the old generals had seen such tricks before, and some had fallen for them in the past. They were wary of being tricked again.

         A few days of perfect casts and Guido had not had a single bite. These browns clearly knew artificial lure from real food, and feather from fur. They were beyond selective in their feeding—they were maddening. Guido finally surrendered, got in his truck, and drove to the fly shop in town, where he spent money he didn’t have on a handful of man-made caddis flies. Then he drove straight back to the pool.

         In the following days, he haunted the riffles and holds that harbored the browns—casting his line again and again, without luck. When he wasn’t on the river he thought about being there. At Shakey’s he absentmindedly overdressed the pizzas, dumping double the cheese and sauce and whatever else had been ordered. The toppings of his pizzas bubbled over the sides of the dough, igniting flames and smoking in the oven. The manager warned him once and then again, but Guido was lost in thought trying to figure out what he was doing wrong with the browns. He had still not caught a single fish.

         He decided to back off from fishing and instead simply watch the browns. There was clearly something he had missed. On sunny days, he paced the banks of the river with a pair of binoculars and polarized sunglasses, scanning the water, allowing his eyes to learn the vague forms of the browns against the dappled bottom of the river. When he saw a fish, he marked the spot in his mind. Gradually he began to learn their habits. The browns did not like the light. They moved out of the deep, dark water in the evening, after the sun had set. Guido camped out with his sleeping bag and tried, unsuccessfully, to fish for them at night. It was in the morning, when the first rays of sun hit the water, that he caught sight of their large, dark shapes holding in the clear water below. Then, as the day broke, he watched them retreat back into the shadows. Slowly, their world revealed itself to him. 

         The problem, he realized, had to be with his fly. In general, he had not paid much attention to flies. For years he’d been using standard flies purchased at fishing shops. But he was becoming convinced that the fly shops didn’t sell what he needed for these fish. He took a close look at the flies in his box. Then he looked at them under a magnifying glass. They had been constructed by fly-tying experts to imitate an insect naturally occurring in the river. A few artfully combined strands of fur and feathers were wound tightly together onto the end of a hook. But it was a precise science. A basic mayfly, for instance, had to look and behave like all the other mayflies that were hatching above the water. Guido had studied them often. After tunneling out of their burrows in the riverbed and swimming to the water’s surface, mayflies cast off their larval casings, inflated their wings, and took to the air. Trout rose and held just below the surface, swallowing the flies from the frenzied cloud that landed on the water. Guido took out a mayfly and held it between his fingertips. How hard could it be to tie one himself?

         In the next weeks Guido devoted himself to the art of fly tying, an infuriating, surgical process that he instantly loved. He knew from the moment he tied his first fly that he would be good at it; his artist’s eye for detail and his ability to make sharp scientific observations were an intersection of his natural talents.

         He practiced tying all kinds of flies, even midges, the tiniest of dry flies—tiny enough for two cherished goldfish swimming in a bowl belonging to one of his housemates. The next time the owner cleaned out the fishbowl, she was mystified by a tiny hook nestled in the gravel.

         When he was ready, Guido brought his full attention to his first caddis fly. He sat at his tying table with its vise, feathers, and fur, strands of the natural world that he would bind together to float, sink, and move like something in the wild. It had to be convincing from every angle. He had learned that to
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