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  Introduction

  
  




What kind of title is Crack for Trout Bums?




Let me explain. My original title idea for this book was The Geography of Trout, which I thought had a nice ring to it. The problem with that title is that this isn’t really a geography book.




In fact, I don’t really know how to categorize this masterpiece. It’s true that there is some trout geography inside these covers, but only enough to give you, the reader, a sense of the places that trout inhabit.




This book also contains some trout science, but only a little, for I am no fisheries biologist, paleoichthyologist (one who studies ancient fish fossils), or even a fish hatchery worker. I certainly don’t want to try to pass myself off as an expert in trout genetics or behavior. That I am not.




This is also not a guidebook on where to catch trout, or a how-to trout fishing manual. There are a million of those, all written by people far more skilled or qualified than me to provide such information.




I am completely unqualified to do any of the above, and yet I have produced this peculiar work with passion and a semblance of accomplishment. This book was written out of pure fascination and respect for one of the most beautiful little creatures on Earth: the freshwater trout.




For as long as I can remember, I’ve been awestruck by these fish and everything about them: the impossibly beautiful places where they live; the stunning colorations and variations of their appearance; and their often comic and surprising behavior. I once watched a rainbow trout jump onto the bank of a stream to eat a bug right off the dirt and then flop back into the water. I also once, as a kid, looked down onto an alpine Colorado lake from high up on a mountain to see hundreds of little yellow “sticks” moving around in the water—cutthroats feeding on insects. Whenever I see trout cruising around in a high lake or stream, I always think they somehow look happy or joyful, and it makes me feel that way just watching them.




I still remember the very first trout I ever caught. It was a fingerling brown trout enticed from a pool below a dirt-road bridge over Half Moon Creek near Leadville, Colorado. It was a tiny little thing, but its red spots and golden belly held a special place in my soul. To use a cliché, I’ve been hooked on these fish ever since.




It fascinates me how the appearance of the trout seems to mirror the characteristics of its environment. The candy-shop dots of the lively little brook trout look like the flowers speckling the mountain meadows through which their streams meander. The brown trout’s rich and glowing tones resemble the rocky ramparts of the western river canyons they thrive in. Rainbow trout, perhaps more than other species, seem to feed aggressively after a summer rain, just as a rainbow might appear over a mountain peak after a passing storm. And, of course, there is my favorite of all the trout: the cutthroat. The cutthroat, at least in my part of the world, dominates the highest lakes and streams, and its appearance resembles a high-country sunset over an alpine basin—full of pinks and reds and yellows.




As a fisherman, I am partial to the small and high waters—the backcountry creeks and lakes accessible by foot either on trail or through the brush. I take a minimalist and simple approach. Although I have and use a western-style fly rod and reel, Tenkara-style fishing appeals strongly to my preference for backcountry waters. It’s a simple and ancient method with minimal gear, but highly effective in small waters.




I’ve never owned a pair of waders, opting instead for a pair of water shoes (or old sneakers) and rolled-up jeans or shorts. Jeans inevitably end up waterlogged from the thigh down. My car often smells of feet for having left a pair of stream-soaked sneakers in the back to marinate.




I don’t know the names of many flies. If it isn’t a hopper, an Elk Hair Caddis, or a Copper John, then I’m apt to call whatever I tie onto my tippet a “medium-sized dry fly,” or “small bluish-colored nymph,” or something of that nature. I know I probably see a little less success for not becoming a guru, having the latest thousand-dollar rod, or working more on my mending. I’m okay with that. I go fishing in the backcountry mainly just to be there—in the presence of these happy little gems swimming around in snowmelt.




Despite the fact that I’m a bit of a “hack” (by choice), I’ve caught enough trout for a lifetime. Some of my favorite memories are of the ones that got away. Some of my other favorite trout fishing memories are of times I got skunked but was rewarded with the beauty of the western landscape just the same.




So, how should we categorize this book? Perhaps it is best described as a romance—a trout bum’s homage to an amazing fish and its beautiful home in the hills. You should read this little book with few expectations other than to reminisce about trout and all their glory and mystery. I hope it serves as comfort food for your soul on some snowy late February day as you wait for the first spring hatch or the next perfect summer morning over the river.




A word about the cover: It is illustrated by my daughter, an artistic ninth grader. I think it’s really great. She would have done it for free, but I made a deal with her: she gets twenty percent of my sales so long as half goes into her college fund. Additionally, she has to agree to go fishing with her dad every once in a while, even when she’s grown up and done flown the coop.




* * *




And now for a little plug: If you’d like to see some cool videos of my backpacking, hiking, and trout fishing adventures, please check out my YouTube channel, “The Wilderness Files.” If you’d like to join an online community of people who value and appreciate wilderness conservation, consider joining my Skool community, also called “The Wilderness Files,” where you will find commentary and information on all things related to the wilderness. I’d love to see you there!




* * *




I would like to thank you, the reader, for picking up this little book (or downloading it to your tech gadget) and giving it a shot. If you can, please leave a review from wherever you purchased the book and tell me what you think. I’d appreciate it.




Tight lines!
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  Origins

  
  




The Yukon is a monstrous river. It originates just a few miles from the ocean in a far corner of Northwest British Columbia, Canada, where massive, ice-cloaked mountains rise three miles or more into the sky straight from the North Pacific. Rivulets of glacial melt collect on the flanks of these coastal peaks and trickle down into the high valleys below, gathering into turquoise lakes. The outlets of these lakes form the Yukon’s tumbling headwater tributaries. These streams flow north into the interior wilderness of the continent, merging along the way to build into a roiling mountain river. For 700 miles in Canada, the river meanders to the northwest down forested valleys of black spruce, finally entering Alaska near Dawson City, Yukon. In Alaska, the mighty and muddy Yukon flows westward, flirting here and there with the Arctic Circle. After 1,200 miles in Alaska, the river finally empties into the Bering Sea at the vast Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta. The last currents of the great river dilute into the sea not far from Russia’s far eastern shores.


There are some towns and settlements along the river, but they are few. Most of the river flows through an immense wilderness of subarctic forest or tundra, its banks frequented by bears, wolves, and herds of caribou. The bears seek the water’s edge for the salmon. The Yukon has one of the longest salmon migrations on Earth. Coho, Chinook, and Chum salmon make an epic voyage up the Yukon each year to spawn. Some of them reach up to the source in British Columbia, having traveled nearly 2,000 river miles through a vast continent to a point where a raven could fly just a few miles west and find itself soaring over the blue Pacific. Other salmon divert into the Yukon’s many tributaries, like the Tanana, the Porcupine, and the Koyukuk. The salmon have been making this journey for thousands of years. But where did these remarkable fish come from? (1)


A little to the southeast of the Yukon’s source in British Columbia, a fish fossil was discovered in the 1930s. This 50-million-year-old fossil was from the early Eocene Epoch, a time when mammals were just beginning to diversify. This was a hot and steamy time on Earth. Tropical and sub-tropical environments were thriving throughout the world, even in the polar zones. But at that time, in the area that would become central British Columbia, there was a high plateau that we now call the Okanagan Highlands. This was a large island in the sky, a cool refuge from the jungle lowlands around it. These highlands had a rich mixture of tropical and temperate plant and animal life. There were coniferous firs, spruces, and redwoods mixed in with prehistoric palms, elms, and maple. Insect life was abundant and diverse, including many forms of ants, bees, and mayflies. The furry creatures included an anteater-like beast and early forms of hedgehogs. (2,4,5,6)


Fish were also plentiful in the large deep lakes of the highlands. Pristine sediment deposition in these lakes provides us today with a rich fossil record in British Columbia’s Driftwood Creek Provincial Park. This is where our 50-million-year-old fish fossil was found. (5)


The fossil is called Eosalmo Driftwoodensis. Paleoichthyologists (people who study ancient fish) believe it to be the earliest known salmonid fossil. We’ll call him “Drifty.” Drifty did not migrate to and from salt water like today’s Yukon salmon. He was a lacustrine fish who foraged in the lake waters on the plateau his whole life, although it is possible that Drifty ventured into headwater streams to spawn. If Drifty was a cool-water fish, as all salmonids are, it makes sense that he would not venture down the slopes of the plateau into the tropics below. The fossil record from this time shows that only warm-water fish lived in the lowland interior of North America, even this far north.

[image: Image]

Being an ancestor of the trout, Drifty was at home in his beautiful highland environment where redwoods and firs towered over the lake shores. In Drifty’s time, a floating fern called the Azolla covered quiet parts of his lake like a green mat. The fern provided Drifty with cover and feeding areas for the many insects buzzing around. (7)


Of course, we do not know his coloring, but being a trout ancestor, he may have been a dazzling speckled beauty like many of the world’s trout. Regardless of his actual patterns, we can assume that this was a beautiful fish in a beautiful environment, just like the trout and salmon of today. It’s easy to imagine this colorful ancient fish cruising along the lake shore, emerging from under the floating Azolla ferns to gently sip insects from the surface.


There are still many unknowns about trout and salmon evolution. The late Dr. Robert Behnke, perhaps the world’s most credible scientific authority on salmonid fish, once wrote that “reconstructing the evolutionary past of trout and salmon is analogous to describing the picture on a 2,000-piece jigsaw puzzle when one has only a few pieces.” (3) Drifty merely gives us a glimpse into the mostly unknown picture of the deep evolutionary history of trout, salmon, and char.
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After the time of Drifty, there is a gap of around 30 million years in the known fossil record of Salmonids. During this time evolutionary changes were taking place and salmonid species emerged and disappeared. Until new fossils are discovered we can only speculate about them.


About 10 million years ago, a monster appeared along North America’s west coast. It was Oncorhynchus rastrosus, the sabertooth salmon. This large and peculiar fish was a direct ancestor of today’s Pacific salmon, rainbow trout, and cutthroat trout. An anadromous fish with a fearsome set of fangs up to an inch long, it is believed to have grown up to nine feet long and weighed as much as 400 pounds. The sabertooth salmon spawned in freshwater rivers and migrated to and from the ocean like the salmon we know today
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