


CARPE MAY 12TH

SOME DAYS YOU SHOULD JUST TAKE THE DAY OFF. LAST MAY 12th was one of those days.

If I had not—if I had let May 12th slip away and it had become just another workday where I woke up, fought traffic, sat in meetings, and answered emails and phone calls; then fought some more traffic, got home, ate dinner, watched TV, and went to bed—well, let’s just say it would have been a mistake.

But I did take May 12th off, clearing my calendar and posting an out-of-office message—especially when I saw an approaching high-pressure system settling in and temperatures rising into the low seventies.

As Morgan Freeman said in The Shawshank Redemption, “May is one damn fine month to be working outdoors.” The same can be said of fishing—particularly here in the Northeast, where options can overflow like a banquet. Where I live in New Jersey, stripers are hot on the tails of arriving schools of menhaden, while blue-fish have invaded shallow bays ready to blast anything that chugs, pops, or skips their way.

But it was the call of freshwater streams and rivers that had me loading the car the night before. Mayfly hatches neared their seasonal peak on local trout waters, while American shad were reaching pre-spawn critical mass in the Delaware River.

I planned for a long day, packing the car with two fly rods, two spinning rods, assorted tackle bags, fly boxes, and waders along with a cooler packed with a sandwich, snacks, and water. I told my wife not to expect me for dinner then hit the road at 9:00 a.m. after most of the local rush hour subsided. Yes, it was fun driving past people headed for work.

My first stop was a small stream that tumbled past a state road. This was the harvest part of the trip, and my quarry was stocked trout that hopefully would wind up in my smoker. I treat this particular stream like a prized thicket of blackberries. I’ll hit once or twice a season, load up, and return again next year.

I pulled into a dirt turnout, grabbed my ultralight, tackle bag number 1 and canvas creel. No fly rod or waders here; this would be a quick drive-by. A fifty-foot walk down a funky trail led to the stream. Even though the road is only yards away, once I reached the first pool, I entered a little world unto itself. The sound of rushing water, punctuated by a few scattered songbirds calling—yellow warblers, waterthrushes, and vireos—replaced the noise of traffic. A green canopy shaded the stream and blocked the highway. And it smelled like spring in there—earthy and dewy and peppered with new growth.

The pool was just how I had hoped: clear and flowing and with a dozen stockers holding at the tailout. And, true to form, they grabbed or at least followed my spinner on nearly every cast. A limit could have come easily from here if that’s what I wanted, but I chose instead to creel just three rainbows and leave the rest for others. I quickly cleaned the fish streamside and left. After a stop at a nearby convenience store for a bag of ice, I continued westward where more water beckoned.

At noontime, I stood in a grassy parking area along the Delaware River eating lunch and leaning against my car with the hatchback up. I had already rigged my seven-weight, and my stripping basket and waders stood at the ready. A yellow-billed cuckoo called above me while various warblers sang in an adjacent thicket. The sun felt good on my face. Two cars were already parked there, but I felt no need to rush on this leisurely day. When I eventually made my way to the river, I spotted three retired guys standing knee-deep thirty feet apart. All of them fly-fished, hooking shad on every third or fourth cast. I walked a hundred yards upstream, waded out, and stripped running line into the basket. Then I roll cast the shooting head past the rod tip, hauled once, and watched the chartreuse shad fly shoot out and touch down on the edge of the current. I let it settle for a few seconds before stripping it back with sharp pulls.

Halfway in, a fish bumped the fly but missed. On my next cast, something took solidly. It turned out to be a good-sized buck shad that jumped twice and took some line before a quick release. The next fish stayed deep and turned out to be a large roe—probably five pounds and as deep as my outstretched hand. A few casts later, I caught its twin sister. Back they went, too, along with another buck. Mixed in with the landed fish were various bumps and missed hits. Around two o’clock the wind began picking up, and I decided to walk back to my car and swap the seven-weight for an eight-foot light spinning rod. But despite another half hour of casting, I couldn’t get another hit. Meanwhile the retired guys continued to pick at shad with their fly rods. One guy was clearly in the zone more than his buddies and probably landed at least a dozen. On another day, this might have made me slightly jealous. But on this day, May 12th, I was genuinely happy for him. You see, I had plenty more fishing left to do and more water to visit.

I walked back to the car and stowed my tackle before eating an apple and drinking some water. It was time for my next stop—a wild trout stream that flows into the Delaware from the Pennsylvania side of the river.

A half hour later, I parked along a quiet wooded road. I put on my vest and grabbed my five-weight. After a ten-minute walk, I reached the river, which looked perfect: clear and with a good head of water thanks to rains earlier in the week. I skipped the first large pool and headed upstream to reach my favorite spot on the creek—a long run that starts out swiftly then slows gradually—but never too slow—as it deepens. Lots of submerged boulders and grottos make it look like a place to hook a truly large trout.

With a warm sun and blue skies, it was still too early to expect to see much by way of hatching bugs and rising fish, so I decided to try a nymph under an indicator. I am no fan of this technique, but it still beats sitting on the bank waiting for something to happen.

On my very first drift—more just to pay out a little more line from the reel—I saw the indicator jerk under. I lifted, thinking the fly hung on a boulder. Instead, a massive football of a brown trout greyhounded out of the water and threw the fly. Holy crap—what a fish! Could have been twenty inches or larger. Wish I had gotten more than a half-second glimpse. But despite my best subsequent drifts with the nymph, followed by a streamer, then a big attractor dry, I could not buy another strike.

I decided to rest the spot and sat on a large streamside boulder. The sounds of running water, combined with the sweet calls of more warblers, bubbling catbirds, and thrushes, entertained my ears. I may have dozed off for a few minutes.

Then, splash—a fish rose maybe thirty feet downstream of me. I waited and it rose again. I couldn’t see any bugs on the water except for a few black caddis buzzing around. Another rise. I decided to try a Hendrickson. Even though the annual hatch was long over, I figured the trout would still recognize it as food. It did; it crashed the fly on the first drift, flashing pink and silver, before tearing off downstream. A nice rainbow.

The trout stopped, then held in heavy water for what felt like a long time before tearing off more line. Though it never jumped, it did an admirable job of beating me up as best it could. Finally it yielded to rod pressure and turned on its side where I slid it toward me. It was a lovely wild fish, sixteen inches long and thick. It had an electric steelhead-like blush on its cheeks, a brilliant pink stripe running down muscular flanks, and flashes of white on the tips of its fins. I twisted the fly free and held the fish in the current for another moment before letting it go.

I basked in a fishy afterglow for a while, but then a long time went by with virtually no action. A couple of fish rose just once, and before I knew it, it was well after six o’clock when I decided enough was enough and headed for my car.

When I got there, two other anglers had parked next to me, and were about to fish a series of pools just downstream from the road. Sweaty and spent, I began taking off my waders. I chatted with one of the guys who was just finishing rigging up his fly rod. He told me the fishing had been very good the night before and that it was a late bite with sulfurs hatching just around dark.

Then he headed down a trail, leaving me wondering what to do. On any other day, I may have said “next time,” thrown my gear in the car, and driven home. But by God, this was May 12th. I had taken the day off to fish, and fish I will until the day is done. And it was not.

I rolled my waders back up, wolfed down a granola bar, and guzzled the last of my water. I clipped my headlamp to my hat just in case, and back to the creek I headed. Ten minutes later, I found myself at the first pool I had initially skipped. Now the creek looked even fishier in the soft evening light. And as if on cue, a trout rose once, then twice.

I stuck with the Hendrickson and cast it to a narrow bubble line directly across from me. The fish came up in a confident rise that turned out to be an even larger rainbow at seventeen and a half inches and just as beautiful as the first. Then a few minutes ticked by with no more rises, so I walked to the run upriver to see if anything was coming up there. A few catbirds worked above the stream, periodically flying out and delicately grabbing mayflies on the wing.

But no rises, so I sat on the same boulder and waited again. Then a few minutes later, a fish rose below me. It came up a second time. I began casting to it, straining to watch the fly track through the current in the silvery glare made from the evening light. I made another cast. The fly drifted a few yards before the trout slashed at it violently but somehow missed. I waited a minute before casting again hoping it would forget what had just happened. This time, the fish took the fly hard, throwing water. I set the hook and felt the deep, satisfying weight of a very nice trout hooked in swift water. It took line in one long and powerful surge, and for a second, I thought it would blow out of the pool. It stopped and sulked in deep water for a few moments, then swam toward me before screaming out a bunch of line for a second time. Eventually it swam into slower water and allowed me to bring it closer, closer still, and then finally into my hand.

Another fine, solid, wild fish—an eighteen-inch brown trout with blue cheeks and scattered, dark, no-nonsense spotting. I released it and was now absolutely ready to leave. Though it was still well before dark and the upcoming sulfur hatch, I had finally gotten my fill and was ready to shed my waders, stow my tackle, and head home. And I did, but not before a fine fishermen’s feast served at the nearest drive-thru. At ten o’clock, some eleven hours, 120 round-trip miles, and three streams later, I walked through my front door tired, stiff, sunburned, and deeply satisfied.

So, to my fellow anglers, my advice to you is this: take that day off. Don’t let the next May 12th slip away.







GONE TROUT FISHING WITH SOME CLOWN

WHILE TROUT FISHING ON A RURAL PENNSYLVANIA SPRING creek a few summers ago, I came upon a five-foot-tall wooden clown standing in the river. Cut from a piece of plywood, and painted in simple shades of red, yellow, and blue, it must have come from one of the small towns a few miles upstream.

I pictured it washing down from an annual fireman’s fair or Fourth of July carnival during a heavy downpour. Or maybe some kids, bored with summer vacation, stole it, then heaved it off a bridge and ran. In any case, now the clown stood smiling, wedged in a logjam, with its bright polka-dot trousers and string of deflated balloons.

But the clown also marked a favorite pool, one where fourteen- and fifteen-inch brown trout would rise in the afternoon to hatching mayflies. That summer, with the river empty of springtime anglers, I fished with the clown as my only company.

When I landed a particularly nice trout, I would show the clown before I released it. If I missed a good rise, or piled a cast up in an overhanging branch, I would glance across the pool at the clown and chuckle. Week after week it was always there, happily smiling, eyes shut as if basking in the summer sun.

One day, late in the season, the trout rose well into the evening to a hatch of tiny blue-winged olives. Before I knew it, a misty evening gloom rapidly swallowed up the forest around me, and I could barely see my line on the water.

I was thinking about changing to a larger fly that I could see better when a sudden, uneasy feeling came over me.

I stood still for a moment, listening to the water gurgle around me. Then, slowly, I turned and looked at the clown.

By now, after weeks in the river, its colors had bleached to a ghostly pale, and long tendrils of green algae grew from its submerged clown feet. The once bright smile and closed eyes had faded into lifeless slits. A floating log or branch had knocked it off-center, and it leaned to one side like an old, settled gravestone.

A chill shot through my body, and I found myself wading to the bank as fast as I could. The river tugged and pulled at my waders as I splashed along crazily, spooking every fish in the pool. When my fly snagged in the brush along the shore, I snapped it off without stopping, and half-ran up the trail to my truck a half mile away. Forty-five minutes later, driving sixty-five miles per hour on the Pennsylvania Turnpike, I felt a little better.

A week later, a two-day autumn rainstorm sent the river raging over its banks. When I returned, the clown had long since washed away, replaced by what looked like an old shopping cart—from upstream, I guess.







WHEN THINGS GO RIGHT

AS ANGLERS, WE ALL KNOW THAT FISHING TRUISMS LIKE LEAKY waders, wind knots, and blown hook sets can gnaw at us between casts. But sometimes, a yang of brilliant light shines down to counteract yin’s dark energy.

Last January at the Edison Fly Fishing Show, I found myself wandering past the booth of a local Trout Unlimited (TU) chapter where an enthusiastic volunteer was giving the hard sell to buy raffle tickets. We made just enough eye contact for me to get entangled in his web.

“C’mon! Buy a ticket!” he said.

I only had a twenty-dollar bill, and tickets were five bucks each, so he made damn sure I bought four. I wrote down my name and phone number on each ticket while he told me about the prize, which was some sort of rod. To tell you the truth, I was only half-paying attention since no one ever seems to win raffles, especially me. Then he mentioned the drawing would take place later in the spring and wished me good luck. By the time I got home, I had already forgotten all about it.

But then in mid-June, I received a call from the chapter president who informed me that I had in fact won the raffle. Cool; now what was the prize again? Turns out I had scored a top-ofthe-line nine-foot five-weight from one of the elite rod makers. A quick search online showed a retail price that sent my jaw into my coffee. The president asked if I could pick the rod up that evening. Why yes, yes, I could.

A few days later, I stood knee-deep on a favorite Catskill trout river holding my shiny new rod. Recent rains had recharged the stream with a good head of water. It was still early in the day; no bugs yet, but friends reported that both golden stones and slate drakes were hatching. Maybe I could raise a fish on an attractor in some fast water.

I chose a PhD, a whimsical attractor pattern by British fly tier and friend Nigel Nunn. The fly is a buggy amalgam of deer hair and grizzly hackle, with a spun and clipped head like a shaggy muddler. It’s tied on a small hook that stays tucked in its hackles and allows for unfettered natural movement—often the key to getting a fish to take when nothing is showing.

I made a few casts with the new rod and could tell right away I had won a Ferrari. Or maybe it was a Lamborghini. Whichever the case, it may have been the smoothest rod I had ever cast, like a bionic boron/graphite extension of my right arm. A small trout interrupted my casting bliss slashing at the fly but missing. As is often the case with attractors and showy rises, the fish refused to come back for a second look.

I eased a little farther into the flow, false casting while eyeballing a dark slot on the far side of a fast run. Foamy water eddied just enough to reveal a possible holding spot for a nicer fish. The fly dropped at the slot’s far end. I checked the rod high dancing the PhD like a big stonefly laying its eggs. It made it less than a foot. The take was emphatic; a big brown porpoised showing a thick back before taking the fly down, hooking itself.

The trout shook its head just below the surface revealing its full bulk. I gasped and found myself saying out loud just one word: “Big.” I held the new rod low like I was fighting a tarpon, trying to use its full power to convince the fish not to blow out of the slot. Just downstream, a brawling riffle loomed ready to swallow up the trout, fly, and leader, not to mention my dreams. For what felt like a long time, neither of us yielded, stubborn as two river boulders. But then the fish moved a few yards downstream to where the slot began to reorganize into faster water. I kept the rod even lower now as the brown repeatedly tried to surge away from me. After another tense minute, I felt that bittersweet moment when you break a fish’s spirit, and it is now yours to lose. I backed into slower water easing it closer and closer. Instead of trying to fit the trout into my net, I coaxed it into the shallows where it lay on its side just long enough to allow me to take a single image before backing out the fly. By the time I put away my phone, the big brown had already powered back into the run and vanished. Later, holding a tape measure against the rod, I gave the trout twenty inches—maybe twenty-one.

Standing there on the side of the river after the release, I had that rarest of all feelings of not needing to make another cast—at least for the moment. The river chuckled past. In the foliage behind me, an oriole, indigo bunting, and scarlet tanager traded songs debating who was the prettiest. I held this gleaming new rod that had just caught its first-ever fish and wondered what I did to deserve all of this. Maybe it was like winning the raffle itself—just random luck. Sometimes in angling, things don’t need further explanation.







ALONE ON A CATSKILL HEADWATER

LESS THAN TWO MILES FROM WHERE I STAND IN THIS SIX-FOOT-wide tributary flows its eminence, the Upper Delaware River, with its steroidal wild browns and ’bows, banquet halls of insect hatches, and all the associated glory that goes with them.

Yet I am here, calf-deep, in wading sandals, shorts, and a T-shirt, casting a toy-sized one-ounce two-weight for native brookies and scale-model yearling rainbows. Cold water purls around my bare legs. Green walls of spring growth shield me from the outside world.

A world away are the Delaware’s ubiquitous drift boats and breathable, hi-modulus wade-fishers. Here, my only companions are creatures born in these woods and waters. Above, warblers, tanagers, and vireos flit, sing, and forage. If I decide to flip a streamside rock (and why not?), I may see the pinkish orange of a spring salamander clambering away. Pickerel frogs and American toads consider me from their hidden grottos as I quietly sidestep around them.

I make a cast—all ten feet of it—dropping a caddis into a chute of water that hurries around a wheelbarrow-sized rock. From a shadow, a trout rises up and takes the fly down. I lift, and the fish darts and jabs before skipping across a tongue of current toward my waiting hand.

I hold a rainbow maybe seven inches long, finely spotted and still wearing its parr marks. A wild trout born in this tributary. This will be its last spring here; it will soon head downstream and hit the weight room of the Big River and all-you-can-eat drakes, caddis, and golden stones.

I wade up to the next run. Here, I will need to make a side-cast beneath a branch to sneak the fly into a bubble line maybe three inches wide. If the Delaware is Pebble Beach, where booming eighty-foot double hauls get you to the cup, this stream is minigolf. The caddis touches down, and a brook trout stylishly leaps from the water and lands on top of it, hooking itself. But the show ends there; the epilogue is just a few head shakes and bores for the bottom. A six-inch male, with a longish snout and hand-painted red spots, stares at me while I back the drowned caddis from its lower jaw. Unlike the rolling-stone rainbow, the homebody brookie will remain in these friendly confines for its entire life, bound by its need for always-cold, spring-fed flows.

This six-foot-wide stream is my home water both figuratively and literally. I have owned a simple cabin on its banks since the early 2000s and have come to know it more intimately than any place I have ever fished. I have seen it through historic floods and crippling droughts, and I’ve watched its wild trout population ebb and flow. Each fish, whether I release it or simply watch it rise and miss, is as familiar to me as an old fishing chum.

I continue casting but start to think about the unfinished beer I left sweating on the porch just before I grabbed the two-weight on a whim. Might be time to finish it. So I head back to the cabin. I peel off my wading sandals and sit barefoot on the ’70s couch that the previous owners left behind. The beer slides down easily. And it’s still cold.

I watch the stream from the comfort of the porch. Maybe later this evening, I’ll hit the Delaware. Yes, after dinner I will gear up and drive down to a turnoff and look for a spinner fall. Just then, I see the wink of a rise not ten yards from where I sit. I look closer and can see a few tan caddis now bouncing off the stream. The trout rises again.

I finish my beer and grab the two-weight. For now, the twenty- inchers can wait. But clearly these six-inchers cannot.







TRASH-TALKING TROUT

IN MUCH OF THE RURAL UNITED STATES, THE TOWN DUMP remains the great equalizer. Sometimes known as the more sanitary sounding “transfer station,” it’s the one place that virtually everyone has to visit, whether poor, well-off, or otherwise. It’s where the lawyer, plumber, and grandmother comingle like aluminum, glass, and plastic. They stand side by side and heave bags of trash while catching up on high school sports, the weather, or maybe some local gossip.

For years, my own visits to the local transfer station have been brief and largely silent. Even though I have owned a second home in this Upper Delaware River community for more than two decades, I still feel like an outsider whenever I drive up. Maybe it’s my out-of-state plates. So, while some visitors to the dump might linger and socialize, my routine is to toss my garbage in the hydraulic compactor as fast as I can, drop my mixed recyclables down a little chute that empties into a dumpster, and head out. It usually takes me a minute, maybe two. The only exception happened a few years ago, when I showed up with my old nineteen-foot fiberglass canoe lashed to the roof of my car. An enormous dead ash fell on it during the offseason when it was stored in my backyard, crushing the hull. Disposal involved a quick conversation with the station manager who, with a nod of his chin, directed me to the container reserved for household appliances. My dead boat found its final resting place among old washing machines and refrigerators.

So, I was surprised one recent Saturday when in the middle of chucking a few garbage bags into the hydraulic compactor, I heard someone call over to me: “Nice car!” I looked over and saw a guy around my age standing next to an identical late model Subaru. It wasn’t like we were both driving matching DeLoreans, so I just waved. But then I saw the same National Park Service fishing permit I had on my bumper and realized I had stumbled into a fellow angler. So, we stood there among bulk containers and dumpsters and began to chat.

Turns out his place is in the village; mine’s a few miles outside of town. He spends most of his time up here trout fishing. Me, too. Then he offered this: “The river is on fire right now. Slate drakes and olives. Big fish coming up in the riffles. Starts around three o’clock. My son got a twenty-inch rainbow yesterday.”

This was good dope. I hadn’t actually been up to my place in a couple of weeks and didn’t realize the action had already transitioned into an early fall pattern with bugs and trout more active in the afternoon than evening. I thanked him for the tip and, before driving off, gave him the standard: “See you on the river.” Or maybe I’d see him back at the dump. Whatever the case, I briefly felt like a local.

That afternoon, I hiked down a trail that wound through a forest of yellowing knotweed. I emerged in front of a series of runs punctuated by short rushing riffles. Beyond the river, a steep forested hillside rose up revealing some maples already haloed in gold. The first hour of casting turned out to be quiet, but by around 3:30, as promised, I began to see small olives catching in the afternoon light, along with a few lumbering slate drakes. Soon after that, heads began poking up in the flow, some throwing water or slurping audibly.

These trout were no pushovers, I quickly learned. I missed a few, including two slow-motion risers with thick backs that made me wince when I whiffed. But most ignored my flies altogether. Eventually I got lucky and connected with a decent rainbow that did its best imitation of a steelhead jumping all over the river. Then I bounced a good-sized brown. And to that one fish that came up steadily no more than twenty feet away taking a hundred of my best pitches, I say this: good eye. By 5:30, the bugs became scarce and the rises sporadic, so I reeled up and left. A half hour later, I sat on the porch of my cabin sipping a beer and thinking about my next visit to the transfer station, which, as it turns out, is an excellent place for the juiciest kind of gossip.







RIVER OF SINNERS

I KNEW …

I knew the Magalloway in western Maine was considered the second-best river in the United States for big wild brook trout. I read the stories and watched YouTube videos of anglers landing eighteen-, nineteen-, and twenty-inchers. Deep, thick, thrashing fish that looked more like heavy Arctic char from Alaska than dainty “brookies.”

I also knew the Magalloway was big water. WWE bodyslamming water. I studied topo maps and marveled how a river could lose elevation so quickly without a major waterfall. This was a river for carbide cleats, a wading staff, and maybe a life jacket. The kind of water where you keep your wallet in a Ziploc bag so the authorities can identify the body.

And I knew that my friend John Waldman lost his Personal Best brook trout here. He described how an immense dark shape rose off the bottom and sucked down his dry followed by ponderous headshakes and the heartbreak of a pulled hook.

Yes, I knew all these things. And still I insisted on fishing with 6x tippet.

I followed a trail to the Magalloway, my jaunty ten-foot Euronymphing rod bouncing in my hand, confident as I could be on new water. It was late July, well past peak hatch time, but the river still ran cool from the bottom release of nearby Aziscohos Dam.

My plan was to run a tandem of tungsten Frenchies through every fishable pocket and slot. I honed this technique on fastwater streams in the Catskills. Fifteen feet of soft mono, three feet of sighter, four more feet of 6x tippet. It destroys. One afternoon last spring, I hooked so many trout that a buddy fishing dries in the same run asked me to please stop.

The night before in my little rental cabin, I carefully strung my rod and rigged my leader. I unfurled it to where the sighter met the tippet ring, then considered the calculus of heavy water, the potential for large, and the need to get down deep. Using 4x tippet would certainly be justified in this situation, but it may not sink fast enough. How about 5x? But the thing with 5x is that it’s only one one-hundredths of an inch thicker than 6x. Then I reminded myself that 6x was the same setup that slaughtered in the Catskills. Decision made.

I heard the river long before I saw it, a tinny hiss that grew more voluminous with each step. Then I spotted it through gaps in the hardwoods—streaks of whitewater hurrying through the forest. The trail forked above a large pool that looked too deep for the tandem rig, so I decided to continue downriver. Eventually I came to a bend where the rapids slowed and deepened into a craggy run.

I waded to a shallow gravel bar, stripped off line, and popped it through the guides. When the leader and nymphs straightened in the current below me, I pitched them to the head of the run. They sank easily in the softer water, and I led them with the rod.

Twitch. Fish on. I lifted and a seven-inch brook trout bounced on the surface. It felt familiar—the kind of wild brookie I hook in Catskill tributaries. I slid it across the current into my waiting hand, twisted the Frenchy free, and watched it dart away. Cute little thing.

Just as I was about to make another cast, the Voice-of-Responsibility in my head made one last attempt at an intervention. Maybe you should switch to 4x, it said…. You hook a large fish in this big water you’ll be glad you switched…. Retying might take three minutes, tops …

I briefly pondered these excellent points while the river seemed to roar even louder around me.

Nah.

I flipped the nymphs back into the run. Then I felt another twitch, raised the rod, and—oh shit. A massive brook trout churned and wallowed and gnashed like an enraged crocodile. The three-weight bounced and heaved in my hand. The trout’s thick caudal fin found purchase in the current, and the immense fish began to power to the far side of the run. Then—“pop”—the sudden, sickening feeling of parting 6x tippet.

The largest wild brook trout I ever hooked. Was. Gone.

I won’t deny that I may have let out an audible shriek or worse. When I checked the leader, the 6x had severed at the dropper knot. Both flies gone. So not only did I just bust off a huge wild brook trout leaving a fly in its mouth, it was now swimming around with some tippet connected to the other Frenchy.

I know. Unforgivable. Indefensible. Inexcusable. Deplorable, even. But I ask you, my fellow anglers, how many of you would have done the exact same thing? Let those without sin cast the first fly. Anyone? Yeah, that’s what I thought.







THE BOMBER AND THE BROOK TROUT

A GIANT, MUTILATED TIRE LAID TOPPLED AGAINST A ROCK, THE rusting strut still attached. Fifty feet away, the broken tail-gun section—a pitted aluminum frame with rows of blown-out windows—slumped next to a tree.

More than sixty years earlier, on January 24, 1963, while on a low-altitude training mission, a massive B-52 Stratofortress bomber slammed into Elephant Mountain in the North Woods of Maine. Seven of the nine-member crew died. The two survivors—the pilot and navigator—had to endure minus-thirty-degree temperatures and five feet of snow before they were rescued the following day.

I stood in this somber and eerie place, now a sort of shrine, one August afternoon a few years ago. To find it, I followed a maze of washboard logging roads through various tree plantations and clear-cuts in Maine’s ubiquitous commercial timberlands. Eventually, I came to a turnoff across from a metal sign stating plainly: “B52 Memorial.” After a short hike up a well-used trail, I found myself among the wreckage. A forest had since grown up around it. Maples and birches, some now a foot or more in diameter and forty feet tall, shouldered aside pieces of fuselage. Drifts of leaf litter and loam blanketed shards of wing.

Somewhere nearby, the ominous collective roar of dozens of chainsaws pierced the woods, a stark reminder that, shrine or no shrine, this was logging land; trees must be cut and sawmills fed. Thoughts swirled in my head: the dead airmen, the forest slowly reclaiming the wrecked bomber; yet more woods about to be laid bare. All the while, the chainsaws grew louder. I made my way back down the trail.

Earlier, on the winding ride up Elephant Mountain, a blue line had appeared on my GPS. I had already been fooled twice by what turned out to be little more than wet spots oozing through foot-wide culverts. But this time, the road briefly dipped and steepened. Hope arose. At the bottom of a hill, a bridge made from eight-by-eight railroad ties clunked loudly under my tires. Below, a twenty-foot-wide stream hurried through thick woods then disappeared around a bend like an apparition. I made a mental note and continued to the crash site.

When I returned, I pulled to the side of the road and shut off the engine. The shrill of chainsaws was gone, replaced by the rush of trout-water. A hermit thrush sang its fluty, haunting song somewhere in the woods behind me.

I grabbed my four-weight already strung with a hair-wing spider, scrambled through shinhopple and shrub dogwood, and wet-waded into the stream. Cool water washed around my knees. My world quickly rendered into green mossy rocks, white foam, and a black-tannin pool.

The first fish attacked more than it rose. So did the next one and the one after that. Six- and seven-inch brook trout, as innocent as newborns, repeatedly launched themselves out of the water attempting to bring down the spider. Some succeeded. They quickly came to hand, black-backed and dark-eyed, with fine red and yellow spots alternating along their sides.

I waded to the next pool. The stream narrowed between two boulders and deepened. I kept low but held the rod high allowing the spider to skate and bounce in the flow. Brookies cartwheeled. They slashed. They swatted. I felt like Thoreau on his first expedition into the Maine woods. Never did a stream feel so untouched.

I released another trout and made another cast. Death, plane crashes, and melancholy had long flowed downstream and away. Sometimes, thankfully, there is another side of the mountain.







ROCKING THE EASTERN STONEFLY HATCH

THEY APPEAR MAGICALLY, LIKE PRESENTS UNDER A CHRISTMAS tree when you were seven years old. One morning in late May, you wade into the stream and behold! Dozens of stonefly husks cling to every rock and boulder. Suddenly, each run, tailout, and slot beckons like an all-you-can-eat buffet. And you are freaking hungry.

Here in the northeast, stoneflies are not nearly as celebrated as the famous salmonfly hatch on western rivers. Yet fast fishing awaits those anglers ready to adapt. Forget graceful, seventy-foot casts with lovely drag-free floats, and trout rising as a Bach sonata plays in the background. Time to knot on some eight-pound Maxima and splatter down big, hairy bugs with graceless hauls. This is fly fishing to Motörhead.

Stoneflies do not prompt Latinizing the way mayflies do. I lump all my springtime stones together as either golden, black, or brown and leave it at that. Someone who sidles up to you at a bar and mentions he is eagerly awaiting the emergence of Acroneuria lycorias should probably be avoided. On the other hand, if the guy on the next stool over tells you he just saw a crapload of goldens, immediately ply him with alcohol and lots of it.

Except for the tiny early black stoneflies you sometimes see motor-boating across creeks during winter thaws, most fishable eastern stonefly hatches are later spring occurrences. On my home waters in the Catskills in upstate New York, which includes world-class rivers like the upper Delaware, Beaverkill, and Neversink
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