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  CHAPTER ONE


   First Cast


   [image: image]


   
      
  Sometimes the slightest things change the directions of our lives, the merest breath of a circumstance, a random moment that connects like a meteorite striking the Earth. Lives have swiveled and changed direction on the strength of a chance remark.


  ~ BRYCE COURTENAY


  


  WHEN I LOST MY JOB, I WENT FISHING.


  I went fishing in part because I knew that the rivers and the hills could heal me, because I knew that bass and warblers have wisdom, and because I had no idea what else I could do. After years of putting my passion and my spirit into “my work,” I had lost not only a job but also faith: in my government, in the myth of hard work and good outcomes, and, perhaps, in the voice of any god. This was, in fact, the third time in my life that I had done everything right only to have changing budgets and changing “leadership” lay it all to waste and leave me standing alone, wondering what was next and searching for meaning.


   I remember the first time as I stood among the winter trees of a mid-Atlantic town with the snow falling heavily upon me, not knowing where to go. Soon after, I stood in the Yellow Breeches Creek, ice filled my guides, rainbow trout rose to my fly, and peace drifted past my hip boots. I remember the second time sitting on a rock near Cibolo Creek, feeling empty, and then I stood in Joshua Creek as the winter fog lifted with my spirits, and as I released another rainbow trout into the cold water, I thanked him for giving me back my perspective. Each time, I got right back up and worked to regain a position just like the one I had lost . . . and then came budget cuts and reorganization and the long drive home.


  This time was different. This time, something broke inside me, and it flowed out into the Texas Hill Country that I love, and I knew that I had changed, but also, I knew that this was a good thing. Sometimes the universe is screaming at you. With every great challenge I have faced, and with every massive hit I have taken, I have found that, for me, nothing heals and gives perspective like spending many hours casting my line into a Texas Hill Country stream.


  Even long ago, when there was that long stretch of time after I left the Marine Corps and years later, some of the things that I carried came back to haunt me, only fishing these hills seemed to save me. And now, after that last long drive home, I knew where I was going. It was then and there as I drove across the Devil’s Backbone around Canyon Lake and across the hills toward the setting sun that I decided that I would fish every river in these hills and climb through each canyon before I chose my next life direction. I decided that my plan was to have no plan; I would let life come to me while just living, in the moment, without expectation. The ancients say that every long journey begins with a first step; my journey began with a first cast.


  My first cast was in February at the bottom of Lost Maples Canyon. The Sabinal River is born here. It grows from springs that trickle from beneath the limestone bottoms of Hale Hollow Creek Canyon to the east and Can Creek Canyon to the west. The eastern tributary undercuts the limestone in two places: first along Hale Hollow, where stalactites can be seen in the half cave wall above the creek and ferns grow thick under the constant dripping of spring water, and second at the place where Lane Creek and Hale Hollow Creek join to create the Sabinal River, and then a few miles farther south Can Creek joins the river as it begins its long journey toward the Gulf of Mexico.


  In some places along this stretch of the headwaters, the river runs over shallow riffles, tumbling over stones and past the trunks of sycamore trees. In other places, deep, green, glass-clear pools surround great boulders, and each pool contains a scattering of yellow-bellied sunfish and the occasional Guadalupe bass. If you follow Can Creek far enough into the canyon you come to the limestone womb of the river, a pool of spring water bubbles from the ground, its bottom a mixture of stone and maple leaves, where frogs jump, ribbon snakes slither, white-tailed deer stand silent, and the sound of canyon wren song fills the morning air. It is my church. Just below the source of the Sabinal, at the place where the steep sides of the canyon open and allow the sun to reach the earth, the creek widens into a series of ponds and then eventually tumbles forty feet over the limestone cliff face and continues on toward the main branch of the river. It is to these pools that I traveled, my first steps, my first cast.


  Fly-fishing in the Texas Hill Country never begins at the river’s edge; it begins with the drive between and over these limestone and granite hills and, in this case, with a hike through a tree-lined canyon to the place where the river runs through it. Sometimes the drive can be a brief thirty minutes from my house to the nearest section of the Guadalupe River. Other times, I may drive for over two hours—never leaving the “island” that is the Texas Hill Country, perhaps crossing several rivers on my way to the one I am seeking.


  The Sabinal is seventy-two miles from my house. My drive toward the canyon takes me through the one-stoplight town of Pipe Creek, through Bandera and Medina where I will cross the Medina River several times, and up over the very steep pass to Vanderpool, which consists of a post office and a graveyard. The entire seventy-two miles is within the confines of the Edward’s Plateau. The rivers and streams are, for the most part, lined in ancient cypress trees; the headwater of the Sabinal is the one exception of which I know. The canyon that seeps life into this river is lined with sycamore trees in the round-rock places where the floodplain is open and, in the dim, deep, limestone canyons, the “Lost Maples” live, shading the water in summer, turning fire red in autumn.


  Lost Maples Canyon and the Sabinal River hold special meaning for me. I have hiked this canyon and fished this river for many years. It is one of the two places where I’ve asked my ashes to be spread, legally or not, and the other place is overlooking Echo Canyon near the Llano River. Why not give my body to this land? Someday, I will be a maple leaf drifting.


  I first came here with my Marine Corps brother Dave. We hiked along the river on the Maple Trail, and he decided that, true to his nature, it was time for a nap on top of the massive boulder where the deep pool reflects the trees. I hiked on toward the area I call Comanche Cave and then returned to find Guadalupe bass rising to mayflies and my brother rising to greet me. Dave is gone now, in the mortal sense, but I always see him smiling and waving from the massive stone. The massive stone has a crack in it, and from this crack grows a maple tree. This is resilience. This is hope. And this is a part of the magic of this canyon.


  On this day, I was not here to hike; I came to fish the ponds at the bottom of Can Creek and to explore the narrow west branch of the Sabinal. This was the only plan I had since I have learned that plans are worthless; life happens as we plan. So, I strung up my rod and tied on a size 10 Olive Bead Head Woolly Bugger, put on my favorite hippers, and began the hike back along the dirt road and trail to the ponds.


  The hike to where I planned to fish is about a mile from the trailhead. It is an easy walk under the maples, crossing the river a few times on the way to the ponds. It was easier to just wear the hippers rather than carry them, although the rubber-soled boots were less than silent on the trail. The clink, clink, clink of my hemostat and snips swinging from my chest pack beat a steady rhythm, but the birds didn’t seem to mind. The air was cool, and it was too early in the year for golden-cheeked warblers, but I watched the empty maple branches and looked deep into the cedar trees just in case. I suspected that the cold winter air and water of February might keep the bass from biting, but it didn’t matter; my life changed in winter, and in winter, I would begin fishing through my changing life.


  When I reached the ponds, I was alone with the water. Solitude is what I was seeking, and it is exactly what I found. The river is clear, but the ponds can be dark in the deep parts. A limestone cliff forms the southernmost edge, and a grove of oaks and maples ring the northern shoreline. Backcasting is tricky anywhere along these ponds, and in some places, roll casts or sidearm roll casts are the best ways to get the fly to the fish and not to the treetops. I choose to begin at the point where the largest of the ponds begins to spill over the rocks to form the Sabinal.


  I was literally straddling the river, here, only three to four feet wide. I cast into the deep, dark water, wondering if anything would be biting on the clear, cold morning. I stripped the fly once and saw the flash of a silver belly. My rod bent over double and throbbed with the weight of a fish, I didn’t know what. I applied some side pressure, and it began to run, and then rise, and in a moment, a foot-long rainbow trout jumped once then twice before I landed him . . . amazed. Until that moment, I had no idea that Texas Parks and Wildlife had planted trout in the ponds. I held him briefly, his coral pink and silver glistening in my hand as I slipped him back into the water. Yes, I knew that he could not live here once the river began to warm, but for now, like me, he should live—truly.


  After checking the condition of my fly, I cast once more, this time along the edge of the cliff face where I could see a submerged cedar tree. Stripping slowly at first, I picked up the line and cast once more, this time slightly out and into deeper water. A flash of coral and silver telegraphed the strike, and soon, I was tied onto another rainbow as it jumped and ran and ultimately came to my net. He had swallowed the fly deeply, and it took me a moment to reach down and unhook him . . . before I revived him along the pond’s edge, and he swam free once more.


  The wind had begun to pick up, blowing into my face and making my backcast through treetops more perilous. In short order, I caught my first cedar tree of the day, and it would not be my last. As I slowly began unwrapping my leader from the tree branch, I began to think of wind knots and tree-branch tangles and of how much I have learned from them. Let me explain . . . by inclination, I am not a patient man, but I have learned to give myself time. As I quickly review the things in my life that I am patient with, I can only come up with two. I am patient with those whom I love: family and friends—and most of all, I am patient as a parent. This is undoubtedly due to the feelings of love and being connected to other souls. I am patient when I am fly-fishing. Again, this has to do with feelings of love and being connected. I am at home in nature.


  Wind knots, those tiny tangles that form in my leader when I apply too much force in my forward cast, and “tree-knots” that form when I do not pay attention in my backcast, teach me to be patient. I think the thing that makes fly-fishing so special is the casting more than the catching. If fly-fishing were all about catching, I would be better off to use bait or dynamite. Instead, I tie on a tiny imitation of a mayfly or a grasshopper, and I cast it into the air in tight, poetic loops until it comes to rest among the currents of the river, and like me . . . it drifts.


  Sometimes, my casts are beautiful, graceful, like a dance that mixes air and water. Other times, I think about it too much and put too much effort into the cast. When I do this, my casts bounce back and tangle into wind knots or around the pole tip or even in a nearby tree. It is not beautiful or poetic. In any other instance, something like this would bring out my lesser nature: you know, the one that drives down the road in heavy traffic impatient with the pace of it all. I don’t like that guy. When I’m on the river, wind knots and tree knots do not bother me. I remain in the moment, and I marvel at the intricacies of the tangled line around the willow tree branch. I calmly unwind it as I listen to the sounds of the river and the birds.


  If only I could always be as I am when I encounter a wind knot or wrap my leader around a blade of grass. Perhaps if I relaxed and came to understand that life just happens and we must take the time to learn from it and unwind it all with a sense of calm acceptance. Perhaps if I make myself take notice that no matter what obstructs my forward movement, it also invites me to pause, breathe, and just be—with the sights, sounds, and sensations of the moment; in this way, each moment is like a lover’s embrace: rare, beautiful, fleeting. So, I unwrap and open the tangle and free the tree to wave once more in the canyon breeze.


  I have noticed that the only way to unwind a knot or a life is by “going big.” If I try to force things by pulling on the leader, it tightens into something that can only be repaired by cutting the line and starting all over again. To free myself, I must open the loops, looking at it as if I were flying away from it, above it, where things look clearer and more hopeful. Once I take the time to open the loops, I can see the way forward, and slowly, patiently, I regain my line and cast once more in another direction. That is exactly what I did and what I am doing.


  The wind picked up just a little into my face. I began to think of the bright days on the sand flats of the Bahamas, Grand Cayman, and Provo Islands casting into the wind trying to reach a silver streak with a tiny white fly. I side cast into the wind under the branches toward the deepest part of the pool. A flash of silver once . . . twice and yet again doubles my rod-tip and sends a rainbow into the air. Once, as the semi-tough trout ran deep into the weed bed, the line stopped as if I had caught the bottom. Something told me that life was still attached to the end of my line. I decided to keep applying side pressure, to remain steadfast and give it time. After a moment that seemed eternal, the trout came free of the bottom, and after a single aerial display of defiance, it came to my hand and then soon after slid back home. As always, I thanked him as I watched him swim away.


  Perhaps if I knew that trout would be present in the ponds, I would have brought a cooler and brought them to the table. As a rule, I am a strict catch-and-release fisherman who uses barbless hooks and treats fish with a wet, gentle hand. In this case I knew that these trout would not live past early spring. Still, I’m glad I let them go. In the end, I had caught five trout before the action died. I moved on.


  The sun came out and began to warm the day. I worked my way along Can Creek casting into a pool that once contained two very big largemouth bass, but they seemed to have gone elsewhere as bass sometimes do. Instead, I caught a tiny yellow-bellied sunfish and quickly released him into the pool beneath the falls. I began walking back along the path through the maple forest that my family and I call the “Pooh Bear Woods,” across the stepping-stones above the pool where two nice Guadalupe bass sometimes nest in the spring, and onward toward the crossing of the east and west canyon trails.


  As I came to the crossing of the east and west trails, I stopped and listened as the river, now about twenty feet wide, tumbled over rocks and under the tangle of maple, sycamore, and oak trees. For years, I’ve crossed the river at this point and said to myself that “someday” I’d explore what was around that bend and under those trees. I imagined secret pools with bass the size of manatees just waiting for someone willing to thread their bodies and fly-rods between the overhanging branches. There were two choices I had made as a result of my current life change. First, that my plan was to have no plan, and second, that I will no longer say, “someday I’m going to . . .”


  Tucking my rod beneath my arm, I stepped into the river and began weaving under the tree branches. I scanned the river’s edge for fossils and arrowheads as I looked forward for fishy looking pools. In time, I realized that the deep pools I imagined were not there. Instead, I found shallow riffles and narrow bends that held a few tiny sunfish and the unfolding of mystery. When I stepped out from beneath the canopy, I was not disappointed by reality. The important thing was, I stepped forward and experienced what was around the bend. The important thing was . . . I did not wait for “someday.”


  I must admit that after a lifetime of experiencing the worst of humanity I have come to love trout and river-born bass much more that I do people. There is not an ounce of deceit, cruelty, greed, or hatred in a trout . . . but then again, there is also no nobility, kindness, unconditional love, selfless courage, or honor.


  I learn a great deal from fast, clear rivers and the fish that live within their molten-glass landscapes. Sometimes, I see a reflection of the vessel that carries me on this journey. I wonder who it is looking back at me with a graying beard and wind-worn face. I see the remains of sadness and laughter in that man’s eyes. I turn away. I cast once more. More often, I see beyond that mere reflection. I see Truth.


  I believe it is a gift that my daughter and I have in many ways embarked on the same sojourn; she at twenty-three, and me at fifty-three, both looking to strip away the detritus of outside expectations and find our own true path. Recently, she shared her feelings of concern about finding her path and after graduating from college, answering the question, “What next?” I told her that we are fishing, not catching. I asked, “What do you do when you cast your line to a likely space behind a rock or near the roots of a cypress tree along the river’s edge and no strike is forthcoming? Do you quit? No, you may cast to that spot again, or you may cast to another, working the river naturally, without thought, moment by moment, until you find the place where what you seek finds you. This is what we must do, you and me.” She smiled.


  This is not a journey of loss but rather of gain, of being released into the streams that I have loved, whenever I could find the time away from obligations. And now, I know that my only obligation is to live truly and fully and that the rest is nothing more than bending grass upon the hills. These rivers and streams have given me so much; they have healed me so often, and now I want to give something back. I want to take the time not only to cast my line upon every Hill Country river and walk every canyon but also to know them more intimately. I want to live in that space in between the illusion we call living and life truly lived. And, I want to find the words to share with other kindred spirits of what makes these spring-fed streams and limestone and granite canyons so magical.


  I seek to write of what Robert Finch called an “historical landscape,” the story of a landscape that is “neither natural nor human, but an amalgam of overlapping and intermingling layers of natural process and human alterations.” We are connected to our landscape . . . our home-waters; its journey is our journey. These Texas hills and the spring-fed streams within them need to be saved before we “love” them to death. This is their story. This is my story. This is our story.


  As I walked down the trail listening to the birds singing in the trees, I heard the calling of a red-tailed hawk above me. Looking through the branches, I saw him circling in the warming air currents, searching for his destiny. As I watched him, I asked myself, Do I have the courage of the hawk? Do I have the courage to live or die upon my own fortunes or failures, not wasting precious life-moments with worry, allowing life to come to me as a mayfly comes to a rising trout? I felt privileged in that moment . . . connected . . . and I heard the reply inside me: Yes.


  

  

  

  CHAPTER TWO


  Joshua Creek


   [image: image]


   
      
  There is a candle in your heart, ready to be kindled.


  There is a void in your soul, ready to be filled.


  You feel it, don’t you?


  ~ RUMI





  THE MORNING WAS COOL, DAMP, AND NOT YET FULLY AWAKE AS I stepped up to the river. A slight fog held just above the water. The grass bent soft and wet beneath my footsteps, and the gray-skinned, ancient cypress trees stood there watching, waiting for something to happen. I stood there, too, my fly rod in hand, watching, waiting for something to happen—and it did.


  I don’t know why it is that some of my best days on the river have begun with waking alone in the darkness, truly alone, with that deep, empty feeling—that hollow aloneness that you cannot shake free of. It had been some time since my service in the Marines, but years later, the ghosts came to call, and I found myself afraid to sleep, knowing they would come back. A doctor helped me to chase away the ghosts, but the feeling of emptiness remained. I guess sometimes surviving is your punishment. So, you stand in the river, facing upstream with the water rushing down upon you as if it could somehow fill the hollow emptiness—and somehow, it always does. So it was one morning. I stood there, without even casting and with no trout rising, and as the water rushed past me, I knew it was washing my burdens behind me, swirling them downstream like the autumn leaves.


  There is a great deal about living that trout can teach us. They teach us how to keep swimming even in a steady current. Trout know that if they stop swimming, they cease to be trout and begin to become debris, floating without purpose wherever the current may take them. Trout know that if they keep swimming, facing into the current, perhaps in the eddy of a rock, all that they need to truly live will eventually come to them. I learn a great deal from trout.


  The river sparkled. Shafts of morning sunlight came through the tree limbs, fog returned home, and it was then that I saw the first rings appear upon the water; like inverted raindrops, the trout rose. A hitchhiker rests upon my hand, tiny mayflies looking for love. Aren’t we all? How perfect they are, each one born of the river and then bursting into the air. Living, loving, and dying, only to return to the river—going home, just like me.


  My line slid back and forth through the air. I looked back over my shoulder and saw the loop hanging, too perfect to be my fault, and then it straightened, and I sent it forward toward the rainbow I saw waiting behind the rock. He rose to the naturals, sipping them from the surface. My imitation, which was made of bits of feather, fur, and thread, drifted toward him. He turned, considered, and rejected it. I cast again.


  For me, fly-fishing for trout is more about the fishing than the catching. If I was worried about catching trout, I would use bait or spinners or dynamite. But bait seems like cheating, and spinners seem like hardware, and dynamite makes a mess of the river and scares away the birds. So, I tie flies that cause me to be close to the river and thereby learn how the trout live and what they like to eat. Fly-fishing makes you live through the trout’s eyes. Like the trout, you live in the water and learn of the currents. You reach up into the air to grasp that which sustains you. Fly-fishing connects you to the trout’s world, and in doing so, your own.


  Trout are not native to my beloved Texas Hill Country, but like the Apache, the Comanche, the conquistadors, and me, we have all called it home. Here in the Texas hills, Texas Parks and Wildlife stock rainbow trout into the Frio, South Llano, Blanco, and Guadalupe Rivers each year during the colder months of December and January. In the Texas summer, the water gets too hot for most trout to live and propagate, although it’s rumored that a sustainable population lives in the cold waters below the Canyon Lake Dam. But the truth is the trout think its home, and so do I.


  Not all my best trout fishing days have been in the Texas hills, and that’s okay too. There was a time when I was visiting my mother when she lived along the edge of the Alleghany Mountains in south-central Pennsylvania. It was Thanksgiving morning and freezing cold and dark outside as I slipped out of the house while everyone slept. As I drove through the twisting snow-dusted roads and the sun began to rise, I couldn’t help but smile as I turned off the pavement along the shores of the famed Yellow Breeches River. On any other day, the river would be full of fly fishermen politely jockeying for position. But it was Thanksgiving, and all the “sane” people were either at home asleep or sitting under a warm blanket watching the parade on television. I, on the other hand, found myself standing in a freezing cold river, snow falling, ice forming in the guides of my rod, and rainbow trout that seemed to like what was on the end of my line. It was a perfect day.


  And, this brings me back to Texas. The home I share with the trout is a land of subtle beauty. Our rivers sometimes live just above the stone—skinny water where dinosaurs once roamed. Other times, our rivers seem to be made of stone, shyly waiting for the rain. When the rains come, our rivers demand respect. They are the kind of rivers that put cows in the trees and roll Buicks like cordwood. That is the magic of a Texas Hill Country river. Like life, it is ever-changing, always creating a new self, always connected to the past. And each winter the trout rise like shadows mixed with memories. They wait, patient and understanding that what will be will be, and that all that is true is this moment—everything else is an illusion.


  And so I stand in the river casting back and forth, trying to lose that feeling of being alone. It is then that the rainbow rises and takes my offering. I raise my rod, and all at once, I am no longer alone. I am connected to his powerful runs, facing into the current. Silver line connects us, both fighting to live—two beating hearts. He comes to my net. I hold him gently, rocking him back and forth in the cold rushing water. “Gain your strength, dear warrior,” I say. Am I speaking to him or to myself? With a kick of his tail, he returns to the river—and I go with him.



 

  CHAPTER THREE


  Colorado Bend


   [image: image]


   

       Let everything happen to you


  Beauty and terror


  Just keep going


  No feeling is final


 


  ~ RAINER MARIA RILKE


  FOR MANY YEARS, I HAVE READ ABOUT THE WHITE BASS RUN THAT comes to the Hill Country each spring. I have listened as tales were spun of fast action and hard-fighting fish. Once each year, between mid- February and mid-April, white bass swim up the Colorado and Llano Rivers to spawn in deep pools between the rocky riffles. In Texas, white bass are often referred to as sand bass or “sandies,” and I don’t know why we call them by that name, but sandies is pleasant to say. Each year, I have told myself that I would make the long drive up; this year, I decided to tell myself the truth.


  My daughter Megan and I left at sunrise and watched the slanting sunlight illuminate the Texas hills and cause longhorn cattle and brown-and-white-spotted goats to glow along their edges at first, and then slowly, irrevocably, they were there, whole and in color, among the wildflower-covered fields. We drove the familiar twisting farm road from Comfort to Fredericksburg and then across Willow Springs toward the town of Llano.


  Part of the charm of fly-fishing in the Texas hills is that the landscape changes with every turn. Another part of the charm is that each small county seat has its own historical and living personality. There are things that can be counted upon in each little town, things like water towers made of metal, courthouses made of stone, churches made of stone or wood, and people who are made of the kind of stuff that created this great country. And, there are some things that are unique to each little town . . . things you need to discover.


  Comfort, Texas, is fitting of its name. It is a small Hill Country town where the Guadalupe River winds through, and its main street consists of historic buildings that mix the Old West with the German immigrant culture of its founders. It has a chocolatier, three winemakers, and a couple of good restaurants. There is a bend in the Guadalupe just on the edge of town that my historically bent mind’s eye can see as a stopping point for explorers and Comanche hunting parties. Just northwest of that bend is one of my favorite fishing spots along the Guadalupe; it is a place that Megan and I have come to think of as our own.


  Fredericksburg is as it sounds: an old German town; that is, it is a town founded by German immigrants, not a town full of old Germans, although I guess both statements are true. The Pedernales River runs through it from west to east. The river crisscrosses the town, sometimes flowing to the south of Main Street and Baron’s Creek and then later to the north as it flows toward the Colorado. While Comfort is quiet, Fredericksburg is bustling. The birthplace of Admiral Chester W. Nimitz and the center of the Texas wine country, it brings hordes of tourists looking for history, German food, and good wine or for an escape from some god-awful place where skylines and ozone block out the sun.


  The Llano River runs through the tiny town of Llano. It slides past the beautiful and historic courthouse, past the Confederate Memorial, past Cooper’s Old Time Pit Bar-B-Que, and ultimately on toward its meeting with the Colorado River at Kingsland. The river is wide and shallow as it passes through town, and some of my favorite fishing spots are within a thirty-minute drive of the Llano River Bridge. In each case, no matter what small Hill Country town you drive into, more likely than not, “a river runs through it.”


  And although there are those places where the fishing is so remote that you had better pack a lunch and plenty of water, there are as many places where you can fish all morning and then break for a lunch of Texas Barbeque, Tex-Mex, or German food at a microbrewery. I think this works out well as part of my personal fitness plan because I can keep flexing my arm no matter if I’m casting or drinking an Enchanted Rock Red Ale. It’s a tough life, but someone should live it, and I guess it must be me.


  The Colorado Bend doesn’t run through anything but wilderness, and that is part of its charm. When you go to the Colorado Bend, you pack a lunch and plenty of water and make damn sure your gas tank is full. We knew this, and so, as we continued north of Fredericksburg along old Route 16, we were well prepared for the long haul.


  This is a beautiful drive. Spring is a beautiful time to travel to the Colorado. In February, the wildflowers haven’t really come into full swing, but the mountain laurel is blooming in the higher elevations to the west, and everywhere there is the feeling of things waking up. We were trying to catch the start of the white bass run, which is in late February, hoping to avoid any crowds.


  When we arrived, there were no crowds; there was only the canyon, the river, and the raptors overhead. We got our first glimpse of the Colorado at the spot on the map simply called “Bend.” Like so many places in these hills, Bend consists of a few houses, a church cemetery, and a general store, and of course, the river runs through Bend. If you continue straight on the road as we did and do not cross the bridge over the Colorado, you will soon find yourself on a long dusty road into Colorado Bend State Park.


  On the journey from Comfort to Bend, the Texas Hill Country changes. You begin where I live, on top of the Edwards Plateau where rivers like the Guadalupe, Medina, Sabinal, and Frio are shaded by ancient cypress trees. If you follow old Route 16 heading north along the Balcones Escarpment, the landscape slowly changes as you climb onto the Llano Uplift. Here the limestone turns to granite, the riverside grows drier, and the trees shade less and become mesquite, walnut, and pecan.


  The Balcones Escarpment is a geologic fault line, although not a very active one; I have yet to feel an earthquake here. This is a rock hound’s paradise where Texas topaz and llanite can be found in many cut-banks and river bends. Llanite is a unique, indigenous mineral that has quartz crystals that are blue hexagons. It is named after Llano County, Texas, the only place where it is found.


  This land is full of such treasures; even the soil is rare and worth saving. We don’t have dirt, we have soil. Dirt is something humanity discredits and discards. Soil is something we value. Here in the Texas hills, we have such a thin layer of soil that it is very precious. It makes this landscape more special that every tree and bush must fight to hold on and make a living here; just as the Apache, Comanche, and inter-loping Anglo-Germanic, Czech, Spanish, and Mexican settlers did . . . and just as I do.


  In time, we began to see the escarpment rise more abruptly in the distance, the hills become wide and open, and the trees grow smaller. We had entered the Balcones Fault Plateau that eventually gives way to the Central Scrub Plains to the northeast and the Llano Estacado to the northwest. We wound down the long dirt road into the Colorado Bend State Park across the top of the canyon and descended quickly to the river.


  When we arrived, we were alone at the riverside; solitude was what I had hoped for, and it was what I found. I had been concerned that due to the annual white bass run I would be sharing the river shoulder to shoulder with fishermen, some casting flies and others chucking ugly hunks of metal and plastic into the river.


  When we stopped to check in at the ranger station, I inquired about the white bass. The lovely ranger with the sweet smile said, “They may be here, but I’m not sure yet. No one has reported them running up the river yet.” I thanked her and said that perhaps we would be the first, ever the optimist. Fly fishermen are essentially optimists. Ellington White once wrote, “I have never yet caught a fish on the first cast, nor have I ever made a first cast without thinking I would catch a fish.” I understood those words immediately.


  At the canyon’s end within the park, the river begins to widen and slow down as it makes its way to Lake Buchanan, where the white bass live most of the year. Just above, the river is narrower and shallower with many deep pools and shallow riffles and pocket water. As always, at first, we sat together and watched the river trying
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Praise for Casting Forward


  “Casting Forward belongs alongside Holy Ghost Creek and A Fly Fisherman’s Blue Ridge as books that perfectly capture the essence of place and our part in it. You would not be mistaken to say that this book is about the Texas Hill Country. Steve is, after all, a master naturalist, and a master storyteller. But Casting Forward is about so much more than the outdoors and nature. It is a story of one man’s journey through rivers and mountains to live a life well lived and loved.” —Chris Wood, President/CEO, Trout Unlimited


  “Every bit the unique sort of Hill Country artistry as a Jerry Jeff Walker show at Gruene Hall. These words are incredibly honest, gritty, and melodic . . . sometimes rowdy, always soulful. Steve Ramirez has an uncanny knack for conveying the 360-degree perspective of fly fishing like only an author who has seen so much—and felt so much—can. He’s an angling balladeer.” —Kirk Deeter, Editor-in-Chief, Trout Unlimited/Trout Media


  “In many ways Ramirez is the reincarnation of my late friend John Voelker, author of Anatomy of a Fisherman and the lesser work, Anatomy of a Murder. Both men were fleeing lives that had wounded them, and both found salvation in wildness through angling. A century hence Casting Forward: Fishing Tales from the Texas Hill Country will be referenced in the best of North American outdoor literature.” —Ted Williams, conservation journalist, author, and guide


  “Casting Forward by Steve Ramirez is an elegant ode to one of the great, lesser known fly-fishing regions of the United States—the Texas Hill Country. With every line of every chapter, Emily and I marveled at Steve’s gifted vision of this river realm that we love so much and all its native treasures. Take a journey through the eyes of this unique warrior, fly fisher, and inspired writer . . . it might just be good for your soul.” —Dave Whitlock, author, artist, teacher, fly fisher


  “In a society filled with trivial pursuits, Steve Ramirez understands what gives a life meaning and purpose. He knows that casting to fish in beautiful rivers can connect us to nature and even heal us—but only if we learn to see and listen. And he recognizes an essential bit of conservation wisdom: Nature can indeed save us from ourselves, but part of the bargain is we must work to save nature. The Texas Hill Country is lucky to have this warrior-poet working on its behalf, and we’re lucky that he’s shared his beautiful prose with us.” —Matthew L. Miller, author of Fishing Through the Apocalypse


  “It seems to me that an author’s first book is an incredibly fragile thing, as delicate as a wildflower on a cold spring day. Any gust of wind from the wrong direction, at an inopportune moment, might result in the disappearance of something beautiful; never to be seen, or enjoyed, or understood. I’m heartened that Steve Ramirez’s first journey on the path to publication has resulted in the recognition that his insightful prose is something important, as significant as a wildflower on a cold spring day.” —Bob White, sporting artist, author, and guide


  “When you read this poignant ode to the Texas Hill Country by Marine Corps veteran Steve Ramirez, you’re sure to hear a real-life echo of Ernest Hemingway’s “Big, Two-Hearted River,” in which, moment by moment and cast by cast, a warrior with a wounded soul fishes his way back to emotional peace. Casting Forward is an inspiration as well as a delight.” —Paul Guernsey, author of Beyond Catch & Release: Exploring the Future of Fly Fishing


  “Ramirez weaves a keen reminder that we fish not truly for fish, but for the experiences and people it brings into our lives, for the spaces ‘in between.’” —Jess McGlothlin, outdoor adventure photographer and writer


  “Ramirez guides us on a poetic and philosophical hike through the soul-healing adventure of a Marine whose duty is fulfilled, finding peace in the deep connections fly-fishing and nature provide. A true wordsmith, Ramirez offers vivid descriptions of scenery and water-scapes that bring us along as his fishing partner on these explorations of man’s connection to the natural world, both on an individual and societal level.” —Dan Frasier, freelance writer and author of The Orvis Beginner’s Guide to Carp Flies


  “Casting Forward moves between harsh reality and infinite possibility as easily as water moves between stone and sky. It asks questions of us—especially those pulled back by the past and yet pushed forward by time. If you stare long enough into an abyss, will it begin to stare into you? Are those capable of great violence the ones who speak most truly of kindness? And—in a voice that is at once sad and sweet and full of wonder—where is my river taking me now?


  Casting Forward is rich in hard-won truths. That love of country must carry the emphasis on both words. That our redemption lies in being who we are in the place we love—and doing some small good in the world. It’s a gem of a book.” —Peter P. Ryan, outdoor writer and photographer


  “Steve guides you through the eyes of a Marine seeking redemption through an uncertain world using fly fishing as a soul-washing experience. Steve will ignite your passion and challenge you through the world of fly fishing. Read this book!” —Jack Dennis, author, fly fishing and fly-tying professional
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