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Fishing for Inspiration at Walden Pond


Time is but the stream I go a-fishing in.

—Henry David Thoreau




Friday, May 12

Finally, the day of departure arrived.

I had packed and repacked the car, double-checking everything. Fly rods, waders, vest, wading staff. Check. Photography equipment. Check. Laptop, notebooks, small library of books. Check. Luggage packed with clothes for warm and cool temperatures. Check. Rain gear. Check. Cooler for snacks and cold beverages. Fly-tying kit. Check. Sleeping bag, tent, and fold-up cot. Yup. All set.

Confident finally that I hadn’t forgotten anything important, I kissed Cheryl goodbye. ’Twas a long, lingering kiss and hug that would make our twentysomething children blush and groan had they been there to see me off. “Get a room!” our daughter Rosa would say.

One more squeeze and then I climbed behind the wheel and turned the key to start my journey.

Cheryl waved as I drove down the driveway, knowing it would be late June before I’d see our house again. Upon my return, our yard would be blooming with daylilies instead of daffodils. The afternoon was warm, so I opened the sunroof as I drove down our tree-lined road toward the sleepy village of Gray before turning south onto the Maine Turnpike. My first destination: Walden Pond in Concord, Massachusetts.

I had created a special playlist of songs for my six-week trip, each featuring a river or water or fishing reference, however tenuous the connection might be. “Nothing but Water” by Grace Potter and the Nocturnals. “The One That Got Away” by The Civil Wars. “Riverside Drive” by Ray Bonneville. “Waterfalls” by TLC. “Down Down the Deep River” by Okkervill River. “Many Rivers to Cross” by Jimmy Cliff. “Fisherman’s Blues” by The Waterboys. And many more. As I reached cruising speed, I closed the sunroof and cranked the tunes. Two hours to Concord, estimated time of arrival: 5:15 p.m., just in time for a solid evening of fishing before dark.

After a slight delay in Friday afternoon traffic around Boston, I exited I-95 toward Minute Man National Historical Park. In under a mile, the road narrowed beneath the shade of tall trees. Apple blossoms were set off against a backdrop of subtle greens from the spring leaf-out. Historic buildings stood quietly, belying the fierce battle that occurred here during the American Revolution.
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Two miles farther down the road, I turned left onto Walden Street and soon swung into the parking lot at the Walden Pond State Reservation, where lilacs were basking in the late afternoon sunshine, the first after several days of rain.

Norm Richter, a dear friend from college, met me at my car with a smile, a firm handshake, and an ice-cold Green Head IPA from a cooler in his car. Norm lives just minutes away in Lexington, and I would be staying with him, his wife Pam, and younger daughter Annika for the night. Every June for over twenty years, Norm and I have been fly-fishing together with five other college classmates in northern New Hampshire at a place called the Second College Grant, which is owned by Dartmouth College. Wearing his trademark red ball cap, Norm is quick with a compliment or a wry remark. A self-proclaimed city boy, he’s come to love the outdoors and the mysteries of fly fishing.

“Welcome to Walden,” he laughed, “and here’s to a fabulous journey.” We clunked cans. Now it was time to fish. Norm’s rod was already rigged, so he cheerfully strung my rod for me while I put on my waders.

“You picked the right day to start your trip after all that rain. It’s nice to see the sun again,” he said. “And I’m excited to hear your plans. I hope to catch up with you next week in Pennsylvania on the way down to visit my dad.”

“I hope so, too,” I replied. “We’ll have a few of our usual crew at Ed’s place in the Poconos. And Lou [Zambello] will be joining us there, too.” Our group of seven classmates had recently published a collection of “essays, art, and tall tales” about our annual fly-fishing adventures and our lifelong friendship in a joint memoir called The Confluence. The experience of writing that book had set off the chain of events that precipitated this unique journey I was just beginning.

Norm and I crossed the road and descended the long, steep stairs to the pond glimmering in the late day sun. Over a dozen fishermen dotted the sandy shoreline around its circumference like numerals on a clock. Two canoes and a small boat drifted languidly in the middle.

“Popular place!” Norm said. “I’ve ridden by here on my bike, but I’ve never been here to fish. They stock it with rainbows, browns, and brook trout, I hear. Let’s see how it goes.”

“Lou fished here once and said he hooked a couple rainbows on tiny midges, but it wasn’t easy.”

As Norm and I stepped onto the broad beach near the bathhouse, we saw several trout rising within casting distance of shore. We looked around, noticing that the beach near us was clear, and wondered aloud why no one was casting to the rises. Glancing around the shoreline, it appeared that everyone else was either bait fishing or spin fishing. We looked at each other, shrugged, and said, “Why not?” We’d have to watch our backcasts when the occasional walker ambled down the beach on their evening stroll. I waded out knee-deep, about fifty feet to Norm’s right, and started making long, looping casts toward the rise rings ten to twenty yards out from shore, squinting—even with sunglasses—into the bright sun reflecting off the calm water.
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Within minutes, Norm had a splashy strike on his dry fly, but his reaction was both too fast and too hard, and he missed the take. “You yanked it right out of its mouth!” I teased. Easy for me to say, I thought, given I hadn’t yet had a strike.

Rise rings continued to appear one after another for over an hour as what appeared to be large fish sipped tiny midges from the surface. Neither of us could entice the trout to take our imitations of the hatching bugs. After a while, frustrated with the lack of cooperation from the picky trout, which had now moved out beyond our casting range, we decided to walk down the shore. We stopped here and there to chat with some of the bait fishermen waiting patiently for a strike. Soon we met a fellow fly fisher walking toward us on the beach, who said he’d had no luck fishing dry flies on the surface, which perhaps explained why we had the beach and rising fish to ourselves. He said he caught two brook trout beneath the surface on a Woolly Bugger, which looks like nothing in particular but seems to fool fish into thinking it’s food. Not all fishermen tell the truth, of course, but this guy seemed trustworthy. Good to get some local knowledge.

In just over half an hour, Norm and I circumambulated the sixty-acre pond, stopping now and then for a few casts along the way, but still with no success. We passed the trail to Thoreau’s cabin on the west end of the pond. There, just a few paces away, was the spot Thoreau had etched in history:


I was seated by the shore of a small pond, about a mile and a half south of the village of Concord … but I was so low in the woods that the opposite shore, half a mile off, like the rest, covered with wood, was my distant horizon. (Chapter 2, “Where I Lived, and What I Lived For,” Walden; or, Life in the Woods)



I told Norm that I planned to check out the cabin location the next morning when I had more time, as he and I had just a short time left to fish.

The sun was crouching behind the treetops when we returned to the swimming beach. Again, we both cast to rises, this time with Woolly Buggers beneath the surface. The fish continued to ignore our offerings. Such is the reality of fly fishing: Sometimes the fish are very picky, especially in clear, calm water, locking in on a particular bug. Sometimes they get spooked by our casting. And sometimes they’re simply “not in the mood,” as Robert Traver, the author whose secret pond I would be visiting in a few weeks, was fond of saying.

At 7:45 the park ranger walked down the stairs, bellowing through a bullhorn that the parking lot gate would close us in if we didn’t leave by 8:00. Dusk is prime fishing time, but we didn’t want to be locked in for the night. We were both hungry, so we headed to Lexington to grab dinner and a cold brew. Norm said that Pam and Annika had their own dinner plans, so we were on our own to catch up on life.

The restaurant seemed dark after an evening spent watching the sky change from blue to silver to gold. We sat at the bar and I told Norm I was making a point of sampling local or regional brews, so we ordered a couple 603 Brewery Winni Ales from nearby Londonderry, New Hampshire. As he munched his Cubano sandwich, Norm asked me how my spring semester had gone. I had been teaching environmental studies at the University of New England, and Norm was considering two prospective teaching positions at local universities, one a graduate class and the other for undergraduate students. “I love teaching,” I said, “but the pay for adjunct faculty is pretty much minimum wage given the hours I put in.”

“Yeah, teaching sure isn’t the road to riches!” Norm said. “The schools get a bargain from those of us who want to give something back to the next generation.”

The conversation shifted to my trip, which I had dubbed the Storied Waters Tour. Norm knew about my basic plan but was eager to hear more about the particulars—where specifically I would be going and who I planned to meet along the way. As an English major, an avid reader, and a writer himself, Norm appreciated my continuing obsession with authors from different eras, from Thoreau to Hemingway, Corey Ford, Howard Frank Mosher, and Edmund Ware Smith.

“I love that you’re starting and ending with Thoreau,” Norm said. “Those are proper bookends for a literary journey. But I’m curious to hear about your visit to Hemingway country in Michigan. Are you planning to fish on the Upper Peninsula, where Nick Adams went in ‘Big Two-Hearted River’? I wrote a paper about that story in college.”

“Yup,” I replied. “Hemingway based the story on his own trip to the Fox River near Seney when he was just back from Italy, ya know. I think he was about twenty. I won’t be the first to retrace Nick’s journey, but I can’t wait. Same with going to the Beaverkill, where Corey Ford and Sparse Grey Hackle fished. I think it’ll be a kick to chase the spirits of all these writers and see what the rivers and ponds are like today.”

“Man, I wish I could join you! But I’ll settle for reading about it on your blog,” Norm said as he pulled out his wallet and generously picked up the tab.

“I hope I’ll have something worth writing about. Writing about great writers will be an interesting challenge. And I better catch some fish! Let’s hope the weather cooperates. I sure don’t want to hear six weeks of ‘You should have been here last week!’” I laughed. Those are the seven words you hate to hear when you are fishing.

After dinner, we drove the several blocks to Norm’s house. We entered to loud music playing as Annika and a friend were dancing in the living room to “Getaway” by Saint Motel. I got a hug from Pam (whom I call the Woman Who Never Ages). “I’ll add that song to my playlist. ‘Getaway’ seems appropriate enough,” I said, after the girls turned off the music and headed upstairs.

In a nod to John Voelker, Norm poured me a bit of bourbon, and again we toasted to a successful trip.

“Ha! As you guessed, one of my dreams—among others, I suppose—is to drink ‘bourbon out of an old tin cup’ when I get to Voelker’s cabin at Frenchman’s Pond. We’ll see.”

“Yeah, that’s a great line,” Norm replied. Voelker wrote under the pen name Robert Traver. He is revered by generations of anglers for his exemplary fishing stories and, of course, “The Testament of a Fisherman” is sort of the Lord’s Prayer among the fly-fishing faithful. Voelker’s most famous book was Anatomy of a Murder, which was made into a movie starring Jimmy Stewart, George C. Scott, and Lee Remick.

This extended fishing and literary adventure was sparked by an invitation from Voelker’s daughter Gracie after I contacted her to ask permission to reprint “Testament” in our book, The Confluence. Her kind offer to show me her dad’s “secret” spot got me thinking about other fabled fishing settings in literature. Soon I was daydreaming about other famous fly-fishing locations that I wanted to visit.

“You’ll be going to the Northeast Kingdom in Vermont, right?” Norm asked. “It was so sad to hear that Howard Mosher had passed away. I just finished reading some of his stories.”

“Yeah, I was heartbroken!” I replied. “I really wanted to meet him after he was nice enough to review our book. I wanted to hear how he created the Kingdom River as a blend of the real rivers around Irasburg. I’m heading up there anyway. I’m trying to connect with a friend of his who’ll show me around and hopefully catch a few fish.”

We raised our glasses to Howard, a fearless writer and devoted fly fisher. He was one of the best.

It had been a fun and memorable evening. Norm set up the coffeemaker and showed me to my room. I planned to be up early to seize the day by fishing Walden Pond at sunrise. I had one more shot at landing a fish on my first stop. With a full family schedule on Saturday, Norm elected not to join me on my predawn excursion. I slept soundly with visions of rising trout in my head and rose quietly before dawn to slip out of the house while everyone else was asleep.

I had read Walden at some point in college and more recently skimmed through sections of The Maine Woods when a friend brought a copy along on a fishing weekend. Both of those narratives elevated my opinion of Thoreau, but he remained a dense and often bewildering voice. Most people are more familiar with pithy Thoreau quotes than with his full-fledged writing. When I decided to start my trip at Walden Pond—considered by many to be the birthplace of American nature writing—I realized I needed to study up a bit about Thoreau and his time at Walden Pond. So, I kept reading, and in April, when I was traveling to Boston on other business, I visited the good folks at the Walden Woods Project/The Thoreau Institute to learn more about Walden Pond and Thoreau’s body of work.

The Walden Woods Project (WWP) is a not-for-profit organization whose mission is to “preserve the land, literature, and legacy of Henry David Thoreau to foster an ethic of environmental stewardship and social responsibility.” They own about 170 acres in Walden Woods, the unique sandy pine forest and hills surrounding the pond, where they maintain hiking trails and conduct educational programming. WWP does not manage the actual pond, however, which is part of the Massachusetts state park system.
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I was fortunate to meet with Matt Burns, the conservation director at WWP, who explained some of the ecological and water-quality challenges at Walden Pond, which is in a fairly developed suburban area and gets over 600,000 visitors per year who walk the shore and trails, and swim in the clean water. Thanks to the Walden Pond State Reservation and the Walden Woods Project, over 80 percent of the forested land around the pond is protected, so the water quality in the pond has remained very good. Perhaps the biggest water-quality issue is the thousands of swimmers who pee in the water, adding too much nitrogen to the natural water chemistry. I bet Thoreau would be surprised!

Walden Pond itself is a geological marvel: a sixty-acre kettle pond created when a huge chunk of glacial ice, half buried in deep deposits of sand and gravel, melted at the end of the last ice age, leaving a deep hole that filled with water. Only a few hundred yards in diameter, Walden Pond is over one hundred feet deep. Thoreau, being a surveyor among other things, created a detailed map of the pond, including depth soundings along eleven transects. He spent many days studying the pond’s flora and fauna, documenting when leaves burst from their buds, flowers blossomed, and birds returned. His detailed observations and phenological data are now being used by scientists to study climate change; for example, we know that budding now occurs earlier than Thoreau’s observations 175 years ago.

Matt Burns mentioned, however, that the pond was treated in 1968 with the pesticide rotenone to kill all the nongame species of fish because the state fish and game department wanted to stock the pond with rainbow trout and brown trout. This kind of bone-headed “let’s improve on nature” attitude was prevalent in the 1960s and ’70s—even at Walden Pond, of all places.

Fortunately, the perch, pickerel, pumpkin-seeds, and hornpout (bullhead) that were there in Thoreau’s time have been reestablished and can still be caught along with rainbows, browns, and brook trout, plus smallmouth and largemouth bass that have been stocked over the years. Matt also noted that Walden Pond is now home to an invasive freshwater jellyfish, Craspedacusta sowerbii, originally from China, and reportedly an invasive softshell turtle. The pond still faces formidable challenges from invasive species and other threats but now supports a diverse aquatic community. And excellent fishing for a suburban pond, thanks to regular stocking.

I have found no clear evidence that Thoreau actually fly-fished. In Walden, he tells of going “a-fishing” at midnight and seems content to fish with worms. In The Maine Woods, Thoreau seems as happy to catch and eat fallfish (he called them chivin; we derisively call them chubs today) as he does salmon. But most of his fishing on that trip was done with alder sticks cut streamside. Thoreau was no split-cane rod snob, that’s for sure, but I suspect he must have at least tried fly fishing, which was practiced during his lifetime. Perhaps he cast a fly or two as a scientific inquiry, or watched someone casting and asked if he could give it a try. I’ve found nothing about it in his writing.

If Thoreau had been an avid fly fisher, we would all know it. He would have filled several volumes of his journal with commentary about how fly fishing is morally and spiritually superior to … well, you get the picture. We all know fly fishers who sport a massive superiority complex, so let’s just say, “Why would Thoreau be any different than the rest of us?”

He certainly was fascinated with water and fish. In all his essays, he described the rivers, streams, and ponds that he visits in reverent detail. In his first book, A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, Thoreau devoted much of the early chapter titled “Saturday” to talking about the many species of fish that inhabit the rivers. He also lamented how humans have impacted sea-run fish, notably salmon, shad, and alewives, that were blocked from ascending the river, even in the 1840s, by a dam at Billerica.

“Poor shad! Where is thy redress? When Nature gave the instinct, gave she thee the heart to bear thy fate? … Who hears the fishes when they cry?”

Thoreau wrote the first draft of A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers while living at Walden Pond from 1845 to 1847 (he wrote Walden a few years later and published it in 1854.) A Week was, among other things, a paean to Henry’s dear brother, John, who paddled with him on that literal and metaphorical journey in 1839 (which actually took two weeks) before John tragically died in Henry’s arms of tetanus only three years later. John’s death deeply affected Henry, so his first book was very important to him, even though it didn’t achieve the success of Walden.

The scholars at the Walden Woods Project also noted that one of the most famous Thoreau quotes about fishing is actually misattributed. Thoreau never said, “Many men go fishing all of their lives without knowing that it is not fish they are after.” That passage was innocently penned by Michael Baughman in his 1995 book A River Seen Right apparently to paraphrase a passage from Thoreau’s journal about ice fishing for pickerel. Baughman wrote:

“I think it was in Walden where he wrote that a lot of men fish all their lives without ever realizing that fish isn’t really what they’re after.”

What Thoreau did say is this (in his journal on September 26, 1853):


It is remarkable that many men will go with eagerness to Walden Pond in the winter to fish for pickerel and yet not seem to care for the landscape. Of course it cannot be merely for the pickerel they may catch; there is some adventure in it; but any love of nature which they may feel is certainly very slight and indefinite. They call it going a-fishing, and so indeed it is, though perchance, their natures know better. Now I go a-fishing and a-hunting every day, but omit the fish and the game, which are the least important part. I have learned to do without them. They were indispensable only as long as I was a boy. I am encouraged when I see a dozen villagers drawn to Walden Pond to spend a day in fishing through the ice, and suspect that I have more fellows than I knew, but I am disappointed and surprised to find that they lay so much stress on the fish which they catch or fail to catch, and on nothing else, as if there were nothing else to be caught.



And thus, the famous (mis)quote has taken on a life of its own, particularly among fly fishers and especially on the internet. A key lesson learned from my visit is that much of what we “know” about Thoreau is as much folklore as it is scholarship. And that there is much more to fishing than catching fish.

Thoreau’s writing influenced other environmental writers and thinkers, including John Muir (founder of the Sierra Club), Gifford Pinchot (founder of the US Forest Service and advisor to President Teddy Roosevelt), and Aldo Leopold (author, professor, and cofounder of the Wilderness Society). Muir even visited Walden Pond in 1893 and laid flowers on Thoreau’s grave in Concord’s Sleepy Hollow Cemetery. I made a mental note to ask about Thoreau’s influence on Dr. Leopold when I visited the Aldo Leopold Foundation in Wisconsin later in my trip. After leaving Walden, I would not be leaving Thoreau behind.




Saturday morning, May 13

Saturday morning, I was up at 4:45, made coffee, ate a bowl of cereal, and snuck quietly out of Norm’s house before the 5:30 sunrise. Matt Burns had suggested I get to the pond at first light, as that would be the quietest time. By 8:00 a.m., swimmers would arrive to do long laps across the pond, which would make fly fishing more of a challenge.

When I walked down the stairs to the pond shortly before 6:00 a.m., there were already a dozen fishermen around the perimeter and two boats sliding through the mist: a green canoe and a red fishing platform rig with an electric motor. Busy place at such an early hour!

The trout were rising sporadically in about the same place near the beach, but again I had no luck. I tried tiny midges on the surface, a few big attractor patterns with a midge on a short outrigger line as a separate option for the fish, and then a handful of streamers, including the touted Woolly Bugger. Nada. Zip. Zilch.

After forty minutes or so, I noticed that the area to my right looked shallow enough to wade farther out from shore. Perhaps I can reach the rising fish from out there, I thought. I moved down the shore. As I waded slowly and quietly in the calm, clear water, I noticed several large dark-colored fish cruising along a submerged sandbar. I quickly realized that these were male smallmouth bass building and defending their nests! The larger females would likely be prowling around, looking for a strong, industrious mate for an amorous hookup.

Now, the rising trout were the furthest thing from my mind. I was using a 4-weight rod with floating line, so I pulled a tiny bass popper out of my vest (yes, I had anticipated this possibility) and tied it on the leader. I cast the “fly”—a tiny frog imitation about the size of a pencil eraser with rubber-band legs—out ten yards, picked it up, and cast it again a little farther.

On the second cast, WHAM!—one of the bigger bass I’ve ever caught slammed it and quickly leaped into a tail walk, coming down with a flop. I realized the fish was well hooked, so I reached into my front wader pocket to pull out my iPhone, flicking on the camera with one hand, while playing the bass with the other. This was not easy but the result was worth it: a short video and a few good photos of my first fish caught on the Storied Waters adventure. Not a bad start!
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When the thrill of the catch had subsided, the chill of the morning permeated through my multiple layers of clothing, so to warm myself I walked down the trail toward the site of Thoreau’s cabin, which Norm and I had passed the evening before. The location of the cabin is marked with granite monuments. The pond is visible from there through the tall trees. For some, this would be the end of a pilgrimage, but it marked the start of mine. Inspired by its place in our intellectual history and national mythology, I had to wonder how many others come to this celebrated sanctuary with a fly rod (or in my case, two fly rods) in their hands.

Thankfully, I had the moment there to myself. I recalled another favorite Thoreau quote—“I love to be alone. I never found the companion that was so companionable as solitude”—which is echoed in Voelker’s “Testament of a Fisherman”: “because only in the woods can I find solitude without loneliness.” I soaked in the solitude for a few moments then followed the path originally worn by Thoreau’s feet from his cabin door back down to the pondside.

In the cove near the cabin site, I caught another bass, smaller than the first. As I worked my way down the shore, the open-water swimmers were starting their laps in the pond in their wetsuits and bathing caps. Two were swimming close to shore, making it tough to cast. I didn’t want to hook a human, so I decided it was time for coffee before moving on to my next stop in Vermont.

Back at the parking lot, I came across Peter Hoffman, the park supervisor, getting in his truck. We had traded emails, so he knew that I was starting my trip that day and had been keeping an eye out that morning for a fly fisher with Maine plates. Peter has been fishing at Walden since he was a kid. It was fun to hear his stories about how the park’s visitor patterns had changed over the years, creating inevitable conflicts among users. More open-water swimmers and shore walkers today make it tougher for anglers, as I had experienced firsthand. Soon Peter had to go, so we shook hands and wished each other well. “Glad you caught something here at Walden!” he said as he drove off.

I didn’t bother to break down my rods. In fact, I wouldn’t do so for the entire six-week trip. The car warmed me up as I looped through Concord to get coffee and a pastry. I drove past Ralph Waldo Emerson’s house (Thoreau lived with Emerson’s family for a while), the Thoreau-Alcott house (Thoreau lived and died in the house; Louisa May Alcott purchased it in 1877), and the grassy park at the confluence of the Assabet and Sudbury Rivers, which join to become the Concord River. Here, just above the Concord battlefield and the Old North Bridge, Thoreau had launched his canoe for the two-week adventure with his brother, John.


Where & How—Walden Pond

Access: Access is not a problem, but parking can be a challenge when it’s crowded or when Walden Pond State Reservation is closed. There is paid parking at the visitor center near the main beach. Early in the morning or after dusk may require some creativity. I parked in the gift-store lot early in the morning and left before the store opened. The entire shore is walkable, depending on the water level.

What Works: Walden Pond is very deep. The water is clear and clean, and the pond is heavily stocked, mostly with rainbow trout. Most people fishing the shoreline for rainbows use bait and bobbers or spinning gear. I heard one fellow who caught a rainbow on a spinning lure say the fish’s stomach was full of midges.

Canoes and pontoon boats with electric motors can be launched from a boat ramp. Gasoline motors are not allowed. According to the fly fishers I spoke with that evening and observed the next morning, the go-to gear is a sinking line or sinking-tip line and a Woolly Bugger or streamers, either trolled or cast from shore.

The rainbow trout rise to midges and small flies near shore during low light but are difficult to take on the surface, especially when the water is choppy. Lou Zambello, author of Flyfisher’s Guide to New England had success with midge emerger patterns size 20–24 and a tiny Elk Hair Caddis size 20 on a long 6X leader.

Mid-May is spawning and nesting time for bass. Bass will rise through several feet of water to take small poppers on the surface with gusto. A crayfish fly pattern, such as Dave Whitlock’s classic NearNuff Crayfish pattern or May’s Clearwater Cray-fish from Orvis, retrieved near the bottom is also a good choice with smallmouth or largemouth bass when the fish are in deeper water. ■



No, I didn’t cast a fly in the river. Maybe I might have hooked a pickerel or a chivin, but I was discouraged to see a sign warning of mercury contamination in fish in the Sudbury River. Not that I’d eat my catch either, but I preferred to stick with cleaner waters. I simply paid my respects to Henry’s immortal spirit, and his brother’s, before moving along.

Thirty minutes later I was motoring west on Route 2, leaving the Boston ’burbs behind. My plan was to drive the three hours to Manchester, Vermont, before the heavy rain forecast for the evening arrived. I would be staying with Bill McLaughlin, president of Orvis and a fellow Dartmouth alum, and his wife Martha. Bill and I had fished together the previous June at the Dartmouth Grant in northern New Hampshire. I sent him a text message to let him know I was on my way.

As I crossed into Vermont, Thoreau’s words again came to mind: “We need only travel enough to give our intellects an airing.” On I went, seeking to air my intellect. With my first stop at Walden Pond, my grand excursion was off to a fine start.
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Big Water on the Battenkill


Saturday afternoon, May 13

After leaving Walden Pond, where Thoreau “lived deliberately” for two years, two months, and two days, I traveled on to Manchester, Vermont, where Charles F. Orvis founded the Orvis Company about a decade later in 1856. Orvis and his brother Franklin, owner of the Equinox Hotel, were consummate promoters of tourism to the area. As the reputation for Orvis fishing tackle grew, the Battenkill, which flows through Manchester and Arlington, Vermont, into New York, became world-famous. Both Orvis and the Battenkill have been icons of American fly fishing ever since.

It’s funny to think of Thoreau and Orvis as contemporaries. Who knows if Charles Orvis ever read Walden, which was published in 1854? Thoreau never trekked to Vermont. The closest he came was Mount Greylock in northwestern Massachusetts near Williamstown in 1844. I’m guessing Orvis, who lived until 1915, would have read Walden at some point, as the book was well-known in his lifetime. I also guess that Thoreau would have enjoyed fly fishing had he been given fly-casting lessons by Mr. Orvis himself on the Battenkill.

I had read a story about the Orvis company in Forbes magazine a few days before my departure. I was especially impressed to learn of Orvis’s «50/50 by 2020» initiative, run by Jackie Kutzer, to get more women involved in fly fishing. I was looking forward to meeting Jackie and her husband, Pete Kutzer, the star of many Orvis fly-casting instructional videos. Bill McLaughlin, my host in Manchester, had arranged for Pete to be my guide Sunday while fishing on the Battenkill.

The Hudson River valley was settled by the Dutch West India Company in the 1600s, so they named streams in the area with the Middle Dutch word kill, meaning “stream” or “brook,” such as Poesten Kill, Quacken Kill, and, of course, the other “kill” renowned among trout anglers, the Beaver Kill. Some maps say Batten Kill River, which is sort of redundant, and many writers combine the name and simply say Battenkill or Beaverkill, which is what I will call them.

I rolled into Manchester on Saturday afternoon just in time to fish for an hour before dinner with Bill on the upper Battenkill. A tall, soft-spoken man who came to Orvis in 2015 from Minnesota, he and Martha met when they both attended the Tuck School of Business at Dartmouth College in Hanover, New Hampshire, where Bill first learned to fly-fish. After several decades of fly fishing, he modestly commented, “I’m still learning.” My response: “Aren’t we all?”
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Bill McLaughlin ties on a fly on the upper Battenkill near Manchester Center, Vermont.



Fortunately, the expected rain held off. Bill took me to an area called the Pig Farm less than a mile from their house, where the stream was narrow and meandering and fairly shallow with some deeper-cut banks that looked like they could hold bigger fish. The water was clear and cold, so we were both feeling optimistic. This section holds both native brook trout and wild brown trout. Brown trout, sometimes called German browns, were introduced in North America in the late 1800s. They reproduce in the wild here but aren’t truly native. Browns can tolerate warmer water than brook trout, so they are especially desirable in waters that do not support brook trout. They can grow to be several pounds, and are more wary and challenging to catch. Browns are the predominant quarry in the lower part of the Battenkill and across much of southern New York, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin.

We started by sneaking up on some deeper pools, making long casts with dry flies toward the overhanging willows that were just starting to leaf out. When that didn’t yield any response, I tried swinging some wet flies and streamers in the current. Basically, I had no idea what to do in this section of the stream, so I tried a little bit of everything.

This part of the river is beautifully described in Margot Page’s remarkable collection of twelve essays called Little Rivers: Tales of a Woman Angler (1995; new edition 2015), which will transport you right into the cold water at twilight in May as brown troutsip hefty Hendrickson mayflies. Bill and I enjoyed similar conditions, except for the Hendricksons and the sipping brown trout.

In her stories, Page tells how she fell in love with fly fishing and a particular fisherman with whom she shared the upper Battenkill (as a “fishermom”) while she and her husband raised a young daughter, aptly name Brooke. It’s worth pointing out that Margot Page may have inherited her writing skill from her grandfather, the late, great storyteller Alfred W. Miller, better known to many of us by his nom de plume, Sparse Grey Hackle, who wrote the 1971 classic Fishless Days, Angling Nights. Page has also earned a special place in fly-fishing history, working for six years as editor of The American Fly Fisher, the journal of the American Museum of Fly Fishing in Manchester. Her stories in Little Rivers add a depth and extra dimension to the experience of fishing the Battenkill. Here is a sample of her writing:


[image: Margot Page. INK WASH AND CHARCOAL DRAWING BY JILL OSGOOD]
Margot Page. INK WASH AND CHARCOAL DRAWING BY JILL OSGOOD




A patient parade of cows backlit by the sun passed above me on the bank while I was midstream, the rust and yellow mountain ridge looming behind them. The light illuminated their whiskers so each hair was outlined and the drizzle hanging from their mouths glistened. They plodded gently past me, one by one in the afternoon light, slowly heading toward milking relief, occasionally glancing curiously at me, several stopping to stare and sniff the breeze with their huge moist noses.

Oh yes, then there was the light on the water. The twinkling prisms and diamonds that hypnotize and blind you, seducing you into believing for just an instant or two that the world is timeless.



Despite Bill’s and my enthusiasm, no trout reciprocated our earnest efforts to connect on a more personal level, but we enjoyed being serenaded by a variety of warblers that were chirping while searching for bugs in the vegetation along the river banks. Before we knew it, it was time to return to the house for dinner. Bill and I drove past a few cows on the way home to dinner, and the evening light on the water had been muted with the oncoming weather. Yet, Page’s pastoral scene is certainly indicative of what we witnessed on our first evening on the Battenkill.

Back at Bill’s and Martha’s place, we washed up, sat down for some appetizers, and were soon joined by Pete and Jackie Kutzer. Pete is literally a larger-than-life character. He is six feet eight inches tall and every bit as ebullient and knowledgeable about all things fly fishing as the Pete who appears in dozens of Orvis fishing videos. Jackie’s star burns just as brightly. With long auburn hair and a sparkling smile, she matches Pete’s presence and energy despite the fact that he seems to be about twice her size.

Pete entertained us before dinner by tying a couple of big streamer fly patterns we would use on Sunday morning: a weighted woven sculpin pattern and a rabbit-fur Zonker called the Battenkill Bastard. While downing a Long Trail Double Bag ale, he tantalized us with tales of the big browns he had caught the week before, all in the 20-to 24-inch range. I tried not to let my expectations get too high. This is fishing after all. You hope for the best but know that getting skunked, as we had been that evening, happens to the best. And, yes, it did feel already like “you should have been here last week” could well be an issue for me.

Dinner was a delightful affair with many a fish tale told, highlighted by Pete’s and Jackie’s stories about fishing for striped bass before and after their wedding the previous June on Cape Cod. All too soon it was time to say goodnight. Pete said he’d come by in the morning to take Bill and me out to the river.




Sunday morning, May 14

Rain drummed steadily on the roof overnight, but stopped while we were having breakfast, shortly before Pete arrived at 10:00 a.m. I climbed into Pete’s truck while Bill followed behind in his Subaru as he was planning to head to the office after an hour on the river. Our first stop was a stretch of water near the Arlington Recreation Park, just below the confluence of the Battenkill and Roaring Brook. The water level in both streams had come up and was running fairly high, fast, and a little milky. Pete put a positive spin on the situation, noting that there was still enough visibility for the big browns we were stalking to see our fly from ten feet away.

Pete kindly provided me with a sweet 7-weight Orvis Helios 2 rod (bigger water, bigger fish, bigger rod) rigged with a sinking-tip line and the weighted sculpin fly that he had tied the night before. My challenge was to roll cast that bad boy out into the current and swing the streamer back to the near bank. Pete then went downstream a piece with Bill to get him set up before coming back up to check on my casting, which felt and, I assumed, looked awkward because of the heavy fly.

Pete was patiently teaching me a circle roll cast and giving me pointers when I managed to hook a big brown as Pete looked on. I felt the rod bend as the fish gave my fly a few good shakes before I lost him. I had allowed the line to go slack for just a second while trying to take in the extra line on the water and put the fish on the reel. And in just a few seconds, the fish was gone. A rookie mistake with a big brown, I now know. “Let him put himself on the reel,” Pete advised, after the fact. The expression on Pete’s face told me that I had probably blown the only chance I’d get all day. Oh well. But a valuable lesson that I would remember later in the trip.

We continued to flog that pool for another thirty minutes, but no more strikes. As we walked back to the vehicles, Bill said he was heading to the office and left me in Pete’s expert and patient care. He and I continued on to a place known locally as Hazardous Waste Pool because of some discarded trash visible on the far side. “It’s not really hazardous,” Pete assured me, “but the nickname is colorful and has stuck around.”

Here, again, wading in high water up to my hips was, shall we say, exhilarating. Less so for Pete. He waded confidently into the current, the water barely at mid-thigh, and cast long, strong loops toward the far bank. I cautiously drifted my fly along the near bank, worried that I’d be swept away if I stumbled a few more feet into the river. When he returned, Pete reported that he’d felt a few taps on his streamer, but no solid takes. I had nary a nibble, but was having a blast watching Pete casting skillfully in live action.


[image: Pete Kutzer braved the deep, fast water to demonstrate his casting prowess on the Battenkill near Arlington, Vermont.]
Pete Kutzer braved the deep, fast water to demonstrate his casting prowess on the Battenkill near Arlington, Vermont.



Finally, we ended the morning at the Keenan House pool in Arlington off Route 313, where the river turns right to head west into New York. This stretch is as picturesque as a Norman Rockwell painting. This is no coincidence, because Norman Rockwell lived nearby and painted in the area from 1939 to 1953, while casting flies himself on the Battenkill in his free hours. During the same period, illustrator and fly-tying artist Jack Atherton lived in West Arlington and often fished the Battenkill with Rockwell. Atherton wrote and illustrated The Fly and the Fish (1951), a mostly forgotten classic about fishing in Vermont. I’m sure Rockwell and Atherton fished the very pool where Pete had me casting streamers and hoping for a big strike.

Lee Wulff also lived downstream from Rockwell just across the New York border in Shushan. Wulff later became one of the most famous fly fisherman in 1960s America with his movies and TV shows featuring fly-in adventuress from Alaska to Newfoundland. One night in 1943, Rockwell went to hear Wulff speak at a local high school about one of his fishing adventures. Afterward, Wulff, Rockwell, and another friend returned to Rockwell’s studio in Arlington to chat. Later that night, the studio caught fire, apparently from ashes carelessly dumped from his famous pipe. Rockwell lost a number of original paintings, costumes, and props. A few days later, he bought a historic house in West Arlington, which is now a quaint inn. Rockwell later moved his studio to Stockbridge, Massachusetts.


Where & How—Battenkill

The Battenkill is one of the world’s most famous destinations for trophy-size brown trout. The New York portion is stocked, but the Vermont portion is all wild fish, with over twenty miles of water from Manchester to the New York border offering a wide variety of water conditions requiring different tactics. John Merwin’s book The Battenkill is the ultimate reference. With all the pressure this river gets, the fish have become picky and well educated. But if you hook one, it is likely to be a memorable fish.

Upper Battenkill: The upper river is smaller meandering water with cutbanks, downed logs, and shallow glides between small but deeper pools. That section is more brook-trout water with a moderate number of decent wild brown trout. Because of the marble and limestone bedrock and slightly milky color, the upper river is classified as a spring creek with a wide variety of insect life.

What Works: The Battenkill is famous for its Hendrickson hatch, but a wide variety of mayflies, caddisflies, and stone-flies hatch throughout the season. There is a hatch chart in John Merwin’s book. People come here for the classic dry-fly fishing experience. These are wild fish in catch-and-release water. Pete Kutzer of Orvis offers the following advice for the Hendrickson hatch in May:


It’s best to fish the Battenkill in the afternoon. At midday, start with Hendrickson nymphs and then switch to wet flies, such as a pheasant tail soft-hackle, around 2:00 p.m. As the day progresses, you might see duns coming off around 3:00 p.m., but it’s hard to predict where they will be hatching on any given day, so bounce around the river looking for healthy concentrations. By 5:00 p.m. there will be spinners falling while duns are still emerging until about 7:00 p.m. The locals like to stay out until dark, dark, dark during a good spinner fall.



Pete suggests slim and sparse Hendrickson patterns. “A good ol’ Rusty Spinner usually does the trick, unless the fish have been pressured. At Orvis, we have a pattern called the Lexi’s Tactical Get ’Er Dun mayfly and also a spinner version in sizes 16, 14, and maybe 12, but mostly 14s have been the go-to fly the past few seasons.”

When the water is calm, extremely quiet wading and patience are critical. John Merwin noted that standing and waiting, sometimes for as much as an hour, may be necessary to allow the bigger trout to settle down and start feeding near the bank. Proper presentation is important to avoid spooking the fish with false casts or dropping the line too hard.

Lower Battenkill: Near Arlington and downstream to the New York border, the Battenkill gains strength and width. This section holds more big but easily spooked browns, which may hold tight to the banks. The bigger fish will take big streamers, especially at dawn, but will also slurp Hendricksons at dusk or on cloudy days, or hoppers from the surface when warmer days arrive.

What Works: Merwin recommended it is best to sight fish to feeding trout with long casts and long, light leaders. Blind casting to rocks and seams is much less productive than on other rivers. At early dawn or dusk, the bigger fish will take big flies on sinking lines, such as Zonkers, Meat Whistles, and Woolly Buggers, as well as streamers such as a Mickey Finn, or even a mouse pattern on the surface. ■



John Merwin, the late editor of Fly Fisherman and founding publisher of Fly Rod & Reel magazine provided these and other interesting details about Wulff, Atherton, and Rockwell in his informative and insightful book, The Battenkill (1993). I had picked up a used copy of Merwin’s book, thinking I’d just flip through it for some local insight, but found myself pulled in, reading it from cover to cover. I loved the combination of history, personal inspiration, scientific facts about ecology and geology, and good old-fashioned fishing wisdom. In the final chapter, Merwin spills the beans about how he fishes “the ’Kill”:


This could be a suicide note or a love letter. I am not sure which.



The Battenkill is more crowded with fishermen now than it was in 1975 when I first began fishing it regularly, and my suggesting places and ways in which more and larger trout can be caught here will only increase the crowding….

“Don’t worry about it,” [his friend Carl Navarre] finally said, smiling. “The kind of fishing you’re describing is so demanding of patience that most people won’t bother or be able to do it anyway….”

The Battenkill is also among the most—if not the most—technically difficult fly-fishing stream in America. I say this not from some perverse hometown pride but from experience.

Merwin went on to explain the problems of spooky, fussy, well-educated fish, as well as sloppy wading, careless casting, and curling currents that will drag a dry fly off line. He sums up his sentiment by comparing the Battenkill to rivers out in Montana:


Listen to the honky-tonk jukebox down by the Madison. It’s a loose, fun, uninhibited kind of fishing. The Battenkill is more like Bach; with green hills, covered bridges, and white-clapboard villages forming the gently repeating steps of a sweetly insistent fugue in which rising trout play an occasional part. Perhaps you will develop a taste for it. As I have.



At about 2:00 p.m., I thanked Pete for his gracious guidance and casting instruction, and for giving me the better part of his Sunday. After several enjoyable hours, Pete, Bill, and I had proved that Merwin was right: The Battenkill is a difficult river to fish, but well worth a try. That one strike by a bruiser brown trout was enough to forever capture my fancy. I hope to get back there another time to try again. Maybe that will be when big browns are happily sipping mayflies from the surface on a picturesque Margot Page and Norman Rockwell day.




Sunday afternoon, May 14

When I returned to the house, Bill and Martha invited me to join them on a walk up the trails behind their house on Mount Equinox to hunt for morel mushrooms. Their Labrador retriever, Bema, joyfully roamed the woods while we humans searched around the bases of ash trees on either side of the trail. Wouldn’t it be great, I thought, if Bema could sniff them out, but he was more interested in squirrels and chipmunks. The under-story was open, so we could holler when one of us spotted the oblong honeycomb dome


[image: We crossed over old stone walls on the flanks of Mount Equinox while searching for morel mushrooms.]
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