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Chapter One




FIRST IDAHO WINTER

 


I clearly remember
the day I first arrived in Idaho Falls from New York, the day after
Thanksgiving in 1980. It was a crystal clear day. The plane flew
over long stretches of mountains and lava fields, and I remember
seeing clusters of human habitation separated by wide open fields
below, all connected by one narrow black road. The drive from the
airport reminded me of the little mining towns I had seen in
Colorado. "Oh boy," I thought, "where am I taking myself?"

On December 12, I woke up and found
everything white, and still snowing. More than a foot of snow on
the roofs of buildings! Looking from our apartment window on West
15th Street, I was certain there had been a blizzard through the
night, with snowfall the likes of which we had seen only once in
several years on Long Island. I rushed to the front door to get a
clear view of the snowy landscape, but couldn't open it because of
the pile of snow. I woke up everyone and shouted with joy, "Snow
day today–no school, no work!"

Through the clutter of unopened boxes,
playpen and chairs, I threaded my way to the kitchen and started
hot water for tea. My wife and two children came down the stairs,
bubbling with happiness: "Daddy doesn't have to go to work today."
Had the TV been working we would have known about this storm, but
now we all looked outside with amazement; the beauty of the snow
had covered the otherwise drab neighborhood. We had heard of Idaho
winters, but hadn't expected this, especially at the beginning of
December.

"Until they clear the roads everything must
stop in this town," I told myself. No plows had come to clear the
road, and no car drove by our apartment. I worked diligently and
got the front door open and spoke to my wife, "Let's go out and see
how bad the situation is."

Along the road to South Boulevard there were
no people. Snow-covered pickup trucks in driveways stood as symbols
of the stand-still town. The smell of burning wood filled the air.
Black-gray smoke rose almost straight up from the tops of chimneys,
and the neighborhood looked stationary and as picturesque as a
painting by Grandma Moses.

A man, without gloves, was shoveling his
driveway, and I wondered how he was going to drive on the road even
if he did clear his driveway.

"When are they going to clear the roads?" I
asked the man.

"It may be a week before they come to this
street," he said, and looked at me as if I should know that. "We'll
be lucky if they clear the main roads today."

 


A few cars were running on South Boulevard.
The road was full of snow, but that didn't stop them. "There must
be many accidents on this road," I thought. But I couldn't see any
cars stranded; the few cars on the road had been parked the night
before–before the snow. We walked toward 17th Street and Tautphaus
Park. We passed a few children playing at the Hawthorne Elementary
School playground. An older woman was with them. "Was she the
teacher?" I wondered.

There were more cars on 17th Street, going
both ways at rather high speeds. I hoped they were good drivers.
"No one would drive in these conditions on Long Island," I told my
wife. Why drive at all? Nothing could be open today!

We walked further south along South
Boulevard, toward the wealthy neighborhood of Idaho Falls. Tall
trees gracefully draped with snow stood next to driveways of big
houses. Here the street was also lined with trees, as a boulevard
should be. In contrast, the row of houses on 17th Street, which we
had just left, looked like small summer cottages at the far end of
Long Island.

We passed by the hospital. It looked lively.
"I'm glad they can keep the hospital functioning," I thought.
Opposite the hospital, the park was white and beautiful; a row of
pines at the end of the field dazzled with snow sculpture. The
round fountain in the middle stood out like a grand wedding cake.
But there was no one at the park, no children playing in the snow.
The mothers must have kept them in their warm homes on such a
day.

It was then that I looked toward the
southeast and saw the most wondrous sight in Idaho Falls–a row of
sparkling white mountains against the sky. They rose like the
Himalayan ranges one sees from far away. I remembered my first
experience of the Himalayas from my aunt's house in the planes of
Siliguri, below Darjeeling. I stood and gazed at them for a long
time: "What a beautiful place, and we are going to live here."

 


We returned to our apartment, but I suddenly
decided that I would walk in the other direction to my office on
Second Street to see how bad conditions were there. "I shall be
back soon," I told my family.

The road conditions were worse along the
low-numbered streets until I reached Holmes Avenue. Traffic on this
road was similar to that of 17th Street, with a fair number of cars
going faster than I thought safe.

When I reached our office parking lot there
were piles of snow on it, but there were also cars parked there.
Some of these seemed to have a ton of snow on top of them. I was
surprised to see so many cars in the parking lot. Since I worked
for the federal government, I knew the security people would be
there, and I thought I'd go inside and say hello to them.

As I entered the building I saw the guards in
the lobby, chatting as usual. The building was warm, and I saw my
coworker, Armando, coming down the stairs.

"Hey! What are you doing here today?" I
shouted at him.

He looked at me puzzled. "Why? Aren't you at
work?"

"What? Isn't it a snow day today?"

"Heavens," he said. "This is nothing! Wait
till January, then you'll see snow."

Flabbergasted, I went upstairs and found
everyone at their desks–a most normal day at the office.

* * * ~~~ * * *
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Chapter Two




IDAHO TROUT

 


The first time I
received a call from Idaho I was very surprised! It was for a
position with the government, but I hadn't applied for a job in
Idaho. In fact Idaho did not exist in my mind; one might as well
think of Saskatchewan. So my spontaneous reaction was "Thanks, but
no thanks," and I hung up. For someone who came to this country
from India, Idaho has a connotation of the frozen North Pole. I
chuckled and told my wife, Catherine, about the call from the
federal government.

"You know, Idaho has its own beauty," she
said. "Perhaps you should be a little more open-minded." Coming
from a woman born and brought up in New York, the response was a
surprise.

"So, tell me what is good there beside
potatoes?"

"What about trout? You hardly find freshwater
fish here."

That was intriguing. I grew up in Calcutta
eating a small piece of fish floating in a soupy curry sauce with
rice for both lunch and dinner. If one asked for more, there was
none, because each piece was already counted for every member of
the family. So we learned to savor its flavor in the curried rice.
Going to a supermarket and being able to buy freshwater fish would
be like going to heaven for a Bengali. We didn’t eat ocean fish in
Calcutta. "Hmm. Fresh trout."

 


Destiny looms over our lives, and a few
months later on a November day in 1980, I flew to Idaho Falls and
my family followed a few days later. It was not the trout that
helped me make my decision. That came from an unexpected
corner.

Catherine's father told me that he refused to
go to New Jersey in 1949 when he was offered a big territory for
his sporting goods business. "Who goes to the hinterland?" he told
me, "I vehemently refused, and stayed on Long Island." He looked
far outside through the bay window in our living room and, although
he was retired for some time, I could see regret in his face.
Indeed New Jersey flourished in the next two decades and made the
man who accepted the job very rich. It was not the money that
bothered my father-in-law (he did quite well in his life), but the
failure to accept the challenge and go to an uncharted territory
that haunted him most. "You have come all the way from India.
What's the difference to you between New York and Idaho?"

 


As soon as we settled, actually the second
day after my family's arrival in Idaho Falls, I went to the biggest
Safeway in the area, and looked for trout. There was none. I
carefully searched the aisles again, but there was no trout
anywhere. Puzzled, I went to the manager and asked where he kept
trout.

"You want to buy trout?" The manager looked
at me sympathetically. "They are not sold in supermarkets. You can
buy other frozen fish here."

"No trout in this store?" I was so astounded.
"Is there another store that sells trout?"

"You can't buy trout. It's free. You have to
catch it." He smiled and patted my shoulder, "Go buy a fishing
rod."

It was a blow to my dream–no fresh trout
curry for lunch or dinner. "How strange. It is free, but I have to
catch it."

At the office my colleagues comforted me.
They told me many stories of trout fishing, how they caught big
trout in many streams. The mere mention of trout fishing brought
several more to my office. "It's so easy," they all assured me.
"It's fun, you'll see."

"We'll get some fish for you next season,"
Dennis told me.

 


The summer came and I bought a fishing rod, a
Mitchell reel, lead sinkers, forty-pound nylon line, and a few
shiny metal lures. I was ready, but my two sons were more ready
than I. They used the hobby horse stick and practiced fishing in
the small living room of our apartment. They jumped up and down and
told us, "We'll catch big fish." I loved watching their excited,
happy faces. "This is what Idaho is all about," I thought. They
would grow up loving what nature offered here.

I bought a detailed map of the area and
looked for streams and lakes where we could go fishing, but
everything was far away–one would have to drive miles to go there.
I consulted my colleagues at the office. They all pored over the
maps and traded fish stories, but no one told me where to go.

When I asked directly, "Well, suggest a place
I can try out this weekend," they talked among themselves. "Hmm, he
can try the Buffalo River, that's good." Someone said, "Perhaps
Silver Creek. What do you think?" Another said, "That's good but
the current is fast now, try out Indian Creek." And they all
dispersed.

I looked at the map. The Buffalo River was
fifty miles away. "Do I have to drive that far to go fishing?"
Silver Creek was nearby, but I found the name in several areas. Was
it a common name for several streams? How do I get to Silver Creek
for fishing? Was there a public place where people go fishing? I
bought a fishing license, but did I need permission from the
landowner to fish from his property?

Willis, my coworker, told me, "Go to Birch
Creek or the Camas Creek in the Mud Lake area. It is very easy.
Drive north, and when you see a stream, park the car and fish."

So, the next Saturday, I took my family out
fishing, and drove north along Route 15. "We'll have fish curry for
dinner tonight."

In ten minutes we left Idaho Falls behind and
passed by green fields, acre after acre, and mountains in the
distance. We gazed at the mountains, white snow still on their
peaks, and exclaimed, "What a beautiful country!" After about half
an hour of driving through side roads, we saw a stream. Willow,
birch and aspen trees grew along the banks, and its water looked
silvery–rippling through pasture land. It was very pretty to watch
the stream. "Was this the creek I'm supposed to fish?" I wondered.
"But how do I get there? Through the farms?" Fences bordered the
lands and occasionally one or two horses roamed in the fields.
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Trout by Robert Bower

 


I couldn't see any path to the stream, and no
place to park. Finally, in desperation, I parked the car on the
shoulder of the narrow road. We walked along the road with my
fishing gear but found no path to the stream. We found an open
field and walked across it. There was no other way to reach the
water. The few cows grazing nearby looked at us once and went back
to grazing: "Strange humans. Don't know what they are doing."

I hooked a small lure to my rod, the one the
store owner told me would be good for catching trout. The stream
was clear, I could see its bottom very clearly, but the flow was
fast. "Are there trout in this stream?" I cast my line and waited.
My older son went to the water and called for the fish. He ran back
and forth between the stream and his mother telling her how it was
proceeding. My other son went straight into the water and wanted to
catch a fish with his hands.

While my two sons talked, ran around, and
cheered me on, I tried over and over again to cast my line at
different parts of the stream, but got nowhere, no bite. "How long
do I wait with the line?" I asked myself.

Time passed by. Catherine sat quietly and
read a book. But she could not concentrate because our two sons
were running back and forth and telling her what they were finding
in the stream. "Daddy, when are you going to catch a fish?" my
older son asked several times.

I questioned if one could fish with young
children around. But how could I go fishing without taking them
along?

The surrounding was uniquely beautiful–my
family was there and no one else under the wide blue sky. The few
trees along the stream provided shade for us, and the fields around
were lush green. Distant mountains stood still in the sky. What a
contrast to New York. Then I wondered, "Have we trespassed on
someone's property?"

When I was totally frustrated, and the
children disappointed, two teenagers came along walking in the
stream with fishing rods in their hands. They had several small
trout in a basket. They threw the lines in the same spot I was
fishing and little trout appeared magically and bit their hooks.
Suddenly I could see many trout in the water. They were small and
shiny. The two boys caught several and ran along the river. They
were having such fun. All this happened in a few minutes and they
were gone, and we were back to the same place.

"How come they caught fish and I don't get a
bite?" I asked myself.

We returned home empty-handed.

 


Willis confided in me: "Fishing locations are
secrets; no one will tell you their favorite spots!"

"But there is so much trout in Idaho?"

"It is an enigma. You'll discover it
yourself."

"Do you eat fish?" I asked.

"Oh, no. I hate fish."

"Why do you fish then?"

"Why? It’s to get away. It is wonderful to be
alone and fishing. I take a six pack, some sandwiches and snacks,
and spend the whole day fishing. It's great."

"You don't care what you bring back?"

"No. I release them."

Then he told me to go to the Roberts Bird
Sanctuary. "It's close by and you will catch some there." Undaunted
with the last experience, we ventured out to Roberts. It was a
small town on Route 15, but we couldn't see a sign for the
sanctuary and ended up in the town. It was Sunday and no one was
around. A bar stood out at the center, which surprised me: "A bar
in the middle of a Mormon town?"

I saw a man feeding his horse and asked, "Is
there a fishing place here?"

"What? Fishing? No fishing here."

"How do I go to the bird sanctuary?"

"That's easy."

He gave me directions. I was pleased when a
nice road led us to the place–a wilderness with plants, mostly
cattails, grown all over the area. We searched for a fishing creek
but found water in something that looked like a canal in between
the cattails. No one was in sight. Was this the place Willis had
mentioned?

Morning sun cast its warm rays on the plants,
and I saw birds scooping in and out of the canals. Lots of
different birds: yellow warblers, hummingbirds, redwing black
birds, sandhill cranes, killdeers, and Western tanagers. They must
be diving for insects. Fish must also be there. I took out my rod.
I could not go to where the birds were feeding and settled for the
nearby water. I threw my line and it immediately got stuck in a
cattail on the other side. I pulled the rod, swung it this way and
that, but it remained stuck. Finally, Catherine said, "Cut it and
let go."

Next time I was careful. The children ran
around, and finally went away with their mother to another spot to
watch the butterflies. "Call us, Daddy, when you get a bite."

"Good. I can now fish in peace."

But no fish came to my hook. Worse, my line
got caught again and I lost another lure. Another struggle. I
looked at the far end toward the mountains. What intensely blue
skies. Why couldn't I just enjoy the day and forget everything
else?

 


On Monday at the office, Dennis was beaming
with pride. Sunday, he had caught a twenty-inch trout at Ririe
Lake. Our secretary, Pat, said she had also caught a big one last
year from the lake. Dennis advised me to go to the lake. "It's
easier to fish from the lake."

Finally, someone had revealed a secret
location! I bought a few more lures, and rushed to Ririe Lake the
next Saturday. For a change the route to the “good” fishing place
was straight forward. We took Route 26 going east and saw a sign
for the reservoir a few miles before Heise. The lake looked big,
but calm. It was not a scenic place–no interesting mountain loomed
in the distance and no panoramic view came into sight. Instead
everything was brown all around. The lake was a reservoir in a
large hole in the middle of several hills. A few boats stood still
in the calm water. When we walked close to the lake, I saw only two
men fishing from the shore.

One man shouted at us, "Watch out. There are
rattlesnakes here."

"Rattlesnakes, you say?" I was shocked.

"Yes. One man was bitten yesterday."

Catherine stopped, and held our boys close to
her. "Oh, brother!" she said, and was ready to leave. "

Let me try once," I told her. "Then we'll go
back."

We walked slowly and very carefully. We saw a
single man fly-fishing at one corner. What a desolate, but striking
picture, it was. How wonderfully the line swung in the air before
falling on water. We gazed at the man. The line went up in the air
so gracefully, made a loopy curve and gently came down to the water
as if to kiss it, and lay on the surface for a fish to be fooled by
the colorful lure. It was indeed an art. One could watch how the
man was throwing the line for hours. It appeared to me that he was
fishing so single-mindedly–nothing else existed beside his rod, the
line, and the fish. A great game he was playing alone and having
fun even if he didn't catch any. "Was this why people talk about
fishing?" I wondered.
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Fly fishing by Melanie Wilde

 


I cast a few times but got no bite. The line
fell on the water lifeless and only drifted with the current. A
motor boat zipped by, sending waves to the shore. I doubted that I
was at the right place for my kind of fishing.

 


At the office I asked Dennis which part of
the shore he was fishing from.

"Shore? I don't fish from the shore. It's too
hard. I have a boat. I go to the middle and fish where there is no
one."

He told me that some people do catch fish
from the shore. "You have to practice. You will learn."

Then he said, "Have you tried the Snake
River? Go there after work, spend a few hours. You may catch some.
In fact you may get a big one from the river."

Wow! The river was near our apartment. "Why
didn't I think of that before?"

The Snake River goes through the heart of
Idaho Falls, and Memorial Drive by the river had become my favorite
road to come home from work–the river on the right and distant
unnamed mountains on the far southeast, the most scenic place in
Idaho Falls. Small Keefer Island, with an old cabin standing as a
symbol of the early settlers, sits out in mid-stream. The tall
Mormon Temple with its angel on the spire rises gloriously on one
side, and ducks and Canadian geese make their home on the other
bank. Construction work was going on for the new Broadway Bridge,
and I decided that I should get away from the center and go south
of the 17th Street Bridge. There is an island in the middle and
water flows in uniform patterns on its two sides. I had not seen
people fishing from this area. This should be an ideal place. When
I went there alone, however, someone was already fishing, and he
had caught a large fish.

"What's biting?" I asked.

He showed me a spinner with yellow and red
dots, but I didn't have that. I tied a different lure, cast a line
some distance away from him, and opened a can of beer. This part of
the town was desolate–a concrete mix factory stood on the opposite
bank. Streams of cars passed by on the bridge over the river. The
noteworthy thing was the water and I watched how it was moving. As
my line drifted, I cast again, and again. Soon I was absorbed in
doing that. I didn't care that no fish were biting. It was fun to
throw the line and watch it fall and drift in the water. An hour
passed by. The crimson rays of the sun dimmed, and I could hear
birds settling in a nearby tree. The traffic had become slow on the
bridge and headlights were on. I collected my tackle-box–it was
time to go home.

 


July came and I hadn't caught a fish. I had
stopped talking about fishing in the office. Out of the blue, one
day, my boss, George, asked me, "Are you ready for an
experience?"

I didn't know what was on his mind, and
looked up. He winked and said, "I'll take you out fishing, if you
want."

I was elated because he was a great
fisherman. Stories about him abound in the office.

He closed the door, stared at me for a few
seconds, and said, "You have to promise that you won't tell anyone
about my fishing place. It's a secret. I'll kill you if you tell
anyone."

I had stopped being surprised when it was
about fishing. I said, "Sure. I won't tell anybody. Besides, I am
still new, I wouldn't know where we go anyway. You are safe."

One afternoon we went fishing straight from
work. He came prepared; he had everything in his truck: his
clothes, the cool beer, worms, snacks, everything. Before we
started, he reminded me that I must not tell anyone where we were
going.

We drove to Bone Road, and continued driving
for what seemed like hours to me. We went by many hills; soon I was
totally lost. We passed by an isolated, dilapidated outhouse.
Finally he pulled the truck over at the top of a hill and parked.
He pointed down below and stated, "That's Willow Creek." I saw with
horror that if he hadn't put on the brakes just when he did, it
could have been a disaster–a steep drop below us, only boulders
scattered everywhere.

He looked around, and said, "We'll have good
fishing. First I have to take a leak."

We went down the hill and came to a creek
with bushes on both sides. The sun could set in an hour.

"This is the time the fish will have their
last bite," he told me in a low voice. His mood was changing, and I
thought he was transforming into a fisherman. He got down in the
middle of the stream and waded through the water.

I followed him: "If I must get in to catch
fish, so be it."

He opened a can and said, "Worms are the best
for brook trout." I put a worm through my hook; I was disgusted, as
its soft body wiggled and protested.

"Don't take that long to hook a worm," George
whispered to me. "Just do it."

I threw my line and it went straight to the
other side and caught a bush. "Oh, shit," he shouted. I struggled
to free the line. Finally he untangled the line and went ahead of
me.

It was late, and the shadows in the canyon
made it darker. I cast a line. I proceeded in the direction of
George. The river took a bend, and I could neither see nor hear
him. Fishing in such a stream down in the canyon was new to
me–especially being alone. Sunshine lit up a small portion of the
eastern canyon wall, and the stream made a gentle, soothing sound
as it flowed on its rocky bed.

I looked back and the darkness had a dense,
almost solid quality to it. Suddenly a thought came to me: what if
a bear or a wild animal came over? George had moved ahead of me. A
chill ran down my spine. It was the spirit of adventure I didn't
have. "I'm really a city boy," I told myself. Like he parked the
car, right at the edge of the hill. He could have parked a little
behind, but there was no challenge there. People came out alone in
these wild places, purposely. Strange! What would happen if there
was car trouble, and it wouldn't start? What if bad guys surprised
us? Could bears be around in this area? I had heard of many
horrible incidents that happened to people in the wilderness.

I cast a line and told myself, "I'm here and
nothing I can do about it now."

Soon, however, those thoughts vanished and I
immersed myself in the quiet beauty of the stream and wondered how
many New Yorkers had a chance to experience this? I remembered this
time of the day is called "Godhuli Lagna" in India–the time
when cows come home from fields and raise a cloud of dust in their
path. This is an auspicious moment between day and night, a quiet
time, a time to meditate.

A village in India came to mind: I could hear
the chime of bells hanging from the necks of returning cows;
mothers calling children to come home; and birds noisily settling
in large trees. Soon lights were lit in houses, and crickets
started their droning concert. If it was rainy season, frogs would
join in. Otherwise, quietness fell on the village.

My line suddenly became stiff, and I pulled.
A fluttering sound in the stream. I shouted, "George, George, I
think I caught something."

George was just at the bend, and came over.
It was a small trout, only five inches, a black and silvery thing,
which tried to free itself from my palm. I looked at the beautiful
brook trout. Is this why people fish–to feel a live fish in their
hand, experience the last few moments of nature's creation?

"Do you want to keep it?" George's question
pulled me back from my stray thoughts.

"Sure. It would be fun to take home
something."

We put the fish in a small bag. He went ahead
again.

Soon I caught another, a small trout. And
then another. I didn't call George anymore.

It was not a good day for George, however. I
yelled at him, "George, how are you doing?"

"I got a few, but they are very small. I
released them."

It was getting dark; we decided to quit and
climbed up the steep hill. "At least you got one. Isn't that
great?"

"Yes. It's my first trout."

I wondered if fishing was pure luck. I didn't
know what I did, but I caught five.

Fishing seemed so difficult. Why couldn't
someone teach me how to fish easily? I figured out what I would
have to do to catch trout for my fish curry. I would have to buy a
heavy-duty four-wheel-drive car that could run on mountain terrain
for the unexplored streams, or I would have to buy a boat and fish
in lakes. Most important, however, was the time–time away from
home, from my family. Why couldn't I just buy fish as I could in
New York?

 


In August, Catherine told me she had met a
friend, whose husband, Ron, was a fisherman.

"What do you mean by a fisherman? Is that his
profession?"

"No. He works for a printing press. My friend
said he lives to fish. He would go fishing every day if he could.
When Ron heard that a Bengali fish-eating man was starving, he said
he would take you out fishing."

Truly, we were in Idaho for almost ten months
and had not had a decent fish curry. At this rate I would soon
forget my childhood memories.

So, I called Ron up immediately, and he was
very kind. He said, "I cannot guarantee you a catch, but I'd be
happy to go fishing with you."

Ron was about fifty years old, a local man
with a round reddish face and big shoulders. He didn't talk much as
he drove his beaten-up truck through Swan Valley.

"You know I eat fish, but I don't go fishing
for that."

"Really?"

"I love to be near a stream when nobody is
around me."

We went by the Palisades Reservoir, and then
by several smaller roads; he opened a couple of gates to follow a
dirt road. After about an hour we came to a meadow and he parked
the truck. We walked through a lightly trodden path with bushes all
around us. We pushed aside the branches and eventually emerged next
to a stream. "This is Moose Creek," he told me.

We were in flat land with an aspen forest
interspersed with pines at the far end. A panoramic view was in
front of us. The Wyoming mountains from the Jackson Hole side shot
up majestically. The stream, only about twenty feet wide, was
rather fast. A herd of cows grazed nearby. What a silent picture of
the wide blue sky, the distant mountains, and the green meadow.
There couldn't be any place more beautiful than this, I
thought.

Ron took out a few finger-size live fish from
a small basket. "These are minnows," he told me and gave me a wry
smile, "The Fish and Game people don't like us to fish with
minnows, but you can catch big fish with them."

He hooked one and moved to the stream. I took
out my rod and a lure.

I cast my line as usual. I saw that Ron went
away from the place. The lure sank with no action, but I had
stopped being anxious. I learned that one cannot expect to get a
bite each time a line is cast. "It'll happen," I told myself. The
day was beautiful and warm, and I kept on casting–it would bite the
next time, I was sure.

I took a break and went to visit Ron. Just
then he caught a big one and was struggling to get it in. I rushed
with the net. "Wow!" I shouted, "It's a large rainbow trout!" What
a wonderful sight it was to see the pink fish come out of
water.

"Must be fifteen inches," Ron said, and
showed me he had another in his basket.

"You are great," I said, "may I fish next to
you?"

"Certainly. And here, use one of my
minnows."

I cast my line with a minnow, and saw the
little fish flutter in the stream, but no fish bit it. Ron caught
another–at the same place. A strange thing had happened to me over
the last two months; I was not envious of him. I felt great joy in
his success.

"How do you do it, Ron? Please tell me."

"Just relax and keep trying. Don't let the
fish know you are nervous. Let go of yourself and enjoy. It will
come."

Perhaps he was right. I went to another spot
to try myself. I have failed so many times; so what if I go home
again without any fish? Wasn't I happy to be here? Wasn't it great
to see him catch such a big trout?

Vivid colors of the scenery became more
intense to me: the sky was bluer, the fields greener, and the
mountain tops whiter than before. What a wonderful day. I was glad
that I had taken the job and come over to Idaho. I had no urge that
I must have fishing success. It was okay if I didn't catch a
fish.

My whole reason for fishing was to eat fish
curry, but suddenly I felt that was very short-sighted. To be here
was a much more pleasant experience. There was greater joy in
fishing.

I hooked a new minnow and threw the line out.
"Look at the water, how lively it is," I said and watched how the
little minnow was moving in the fast stream. The water was so
clear, I could see the stones at the bottom of the Creek. Soon I
saw a large fish swimming over and it went after the minnow. I was
amazed I could see it so clearly. The fish gobbled the minnow just
when I pulled back on the line. My rod bent like a rainbow, and I
felt a strong pressure in my hand. "Oh yes. I feel it. I feel the
struggle of a great force." A large pink trout jumped out of the
water and made a splash. I let go of the line and then I reeled and
reeled it in. "Oh God. I have a big trout. I did it. I did it." I
pulled it up in the net. What a lively creature, at least a
twelve-inch trout. What two beautiful pink stripes on the sides,
what colorful mottled skin! I held it in my arms against my breast.
And then I took it over to Ron.

Ron was very pleased with my success. "Now
you are a fisherman," he proclaimed. "With a little more practice
you can have fish curry every day."

The fish squirmed in my hand, and I gazed at
the various colors of light being reflected by its body. What a
beautiful creation of nature. For a moment I forgot the purpose of
my fishing.

 


On our drive back Ron said, "I didn't tell
you minnows are illegal for fishing. There is a severe fine for
using live bait."

"Really?"

"Yes. I took a chance to make sure you would
catch a big one and get the thrill of fishing."

"Wow!" I looked at him with astonishment, but
didn't know what to say.

"Minnows are not good for the streams. They
multiply too fast. Practice with worms. They are as good as minnows
when you get the hang of it."

When we returned home, he asked me to take
all the fish we caught–five fish. I was bubbling with my new
experience, and was grateful to him, but I didn't want to take his
fish. "You caught most of these. Don't you want to take home a
few?"

With a glint in his eyes he replied, "It's
not the fish I'm after," and started his truck.

I wondered if one becomes a fisherman only by
letting go of ego; that's when one starts to appreciate the beauty
of fishing; it's not the catching, but time spent. It is
meditation. When we learn this meditation, fish come automatically.
The fish curry would have to be a by-product, not the reason for
fishing.

* * * ~~~ * * *

 


 


Back to Table of Contents

 


 


 



Chapter Three


FOURTH OF JULY

 


In the summer
of 1981 we moved into our new house. The paved road stopped at the
end of our driveway, and beyond that was a field that no one had
planted for the last few years. Cows mooed from this field and at
dawn we could hear a variety of birds from nearby trees; a
particular owl hooted regularly in the morning and in the evening–a
country atmosphere, although we lived in a town, one with 45,000
people. Another such town, fifty miles south of us, is Pocatello,
but there are no other big towns in the north, east, or west. The
best known place in this area, Jackson Hole, is ninety miles
away.

Near the end of June one day we heard a loud
noise just after dinner, a sound like a small bomb blast, and we
went out to the front. No signs of commotion could be seen or heard
from any corner. A girl was riding her bicycle, unconcerned. The
evening was upon us, only a few remnant lavender tints in the sky.
Then we heard another blast.

Our oldest son loved the sound and shrieked,
"Fireworks."

"Fourth of July," Catherine murmured.

"Such huge blasts! These must be good size
M-80s," I talked to myself. "Are they selling these in stores in
Idaho Falls?"

Fireworks didn't bother me. I had made those
myself when I was young, but these were more than simple
fireworks.

"Daddy, when do we get fireworks?" my younger
son asked, holding his brother's hand.

"Fourth of July is far away," I told them. I
was not ready for fireworks.

 


At the office, Dennis said, "They have
started earlier this year."

Willis agreed, and I thought it was a chance
to question local experts. "I see so many trailers selling
fireworks; do they sell M-80s?"

"For good fireworks you have to go to
Wyoming," Dennis said. "It's only an hour's drive. There you can
buy anything you want."

I was surprised. "People would drive fifty
miles to buy fireworks?"

"Sure," Dennis said. "When I was young, we
bought fireworks from the Indian reservation. Now people go to
Alpine Junction."

"It's a family town," Willis interjected.
"Lots of children in each family. They love fireworks. Wait for a
few more days; you'll see."

"I know someone who uses bottle rockets for
coyotes," Dennis commented.

I had no clue what Dennis was talking
about.

"Coyotes are bold in farming country," he
explained. "They often stand near a fence to steal a chicken or
something. When dogs carry on continuously you can see the coyotes.
Specially, the brazen ones. You can't shoot them in the dark. What
my friend does is light a bottle rocket, and off they go."

"What a solution!" I exclaimed.

Farm life was certainly different in Idaho.
Fireworks, especially those that shoot up in the sky, were dying
fast in crowded cities for obvious safety reasons, but here they
have found a use for them. And why not? My curiosity was piqued.
"Are there any other unique things, Dennis, at this time?"

"In some areas," Dennis said, "you can still
see a grease-piggy contest. They grease a baby pig and let the kids
catch it. It's a lot of fun, especially when the winner takes the
piggy home."

The smile of a happy memory glowed on
Dennis's round face. Clearly, he had participated in such contests
with delight. I wondered if it was Dennis, or life in Idaho, that
revolved around farm animals.

 


The next Saturday we drove to Alpine Junction
in Wyoming, partly because of my own inquisitiveness. It was beyond
the "square ice cream" store in Swan Valley and beyond the
Palisades Reservoir–not the "never mind" little drive I was led to
believe at the office. Perhaps it was so for them, but it took me
over an hour to find a sign for the fireworks stores. The place was
desolate: a gas station, one motel, a small store selling sundry
items, and a few houses. Three fireworks trailers stood out
prominently. Inside, the trailers were packed with
fireworks–cartons piled up on the floor–only a narrow passage to
walk through.

"Roman candles, Daddy, that's what we want,"
my older son told me.

I saw packets of M-80s and cherry bombs. My
two sons gazed around and touched the packets with wonder.
Fireworks spouted all around us. Boxes of fountains, pinwheels,
bottle rockets, crackers, and long sparklers. Their pictures and
colors took me to another world.

 


I saw a boy in a village on the outskirts of
Calcutta walking through fields in search of dried eggplant stems.
He would burn the branches to make charcoal. Light charcoal makes
the best fireworks. Very few knew this secret–light charcoal powder
makes the sparks fly high up. They also make fountains look full.
One mixes the charcoal with finely ground sulphur, sodium nitrate
salt, iron filings and fine aluminum chips. The aluminum chips
produce the beautiful blue flowers that shoot out occasionally from
the fountain. The recipe for this mixture was a secret. Different
boys had different recipes and they would not easily share them
with anyone. We filled palm-size round clay pots with the mixture,
tightly pressing each layer with our thumbs. These pots were sold
for this purpose only during this time. The small pots were finally
sealed with clay at the bottom. One lights these from a small hole
on the other side. Dried well in the sun, these shoot up to almost
two stories high and make a ten-foot wide show.

Then the fireworks night comes, an auspicious
New Moon night, the night of the worship of Goddess Kali. The
darkest night of the year, and all houses are lighted with little
earthen oil lamps on each door, each window, and around the roof.
Silhouettes of houses glow in the dark, an ideal setting for
fireworks. Fiery sparks cover the rest of space–the roads, the
fields, and the sky. Light and sound everywhere, and a boy dancing
in a trance.

 


"Daddy, Mommy wants to go home," my son
pulled my hand. Oh, yes. My house was in Idaho Falls, not in
Calcutta. This place was spooky. We bought fireworks and headed
home.

"Did you know that Utah hasn't had fireworks
since 1943?" Catherine told me on our way home. "Only sparklers are
allowed. This year they almost got a fireworks bill approved, but
the governor vetoed it."

"How do you know all this?" I was surprised
she was interested in this kind of off-beat news from Utah.

"I read in the paper," she told me. "You can
buy fireworks in Utah this year, after no fireworks for
thirty-eight years. The fireworks companies got smart and
reinterpreted the definition of sparklers. Anything that gives off
a spark! So they are now selling ground fireworks–cones, fountains
and others."

"Interesting, how business people will find a
way to make money." I chuckled to myself.

The West was perhaps the last resort for
fireworks.

Palisades Reservoir was soon visible on our
left–the long, winding body of water looked graceful, surrounded by
green hills. Water seemed to float along the bends of the hills.
Who would believe it was man-made? So natural in this place, so
Idaho-like. It was actually a part of the Snake River, the South
Fork, that passed through the narrow valley, now turned into a lake
for hydropower and for water control. The road went by its entire
length and we gazed at the serene view.

The vast wilderness of pine trees, however,
reminded me that a forest fire could ruin this beauty. How could
one light fireworks in this area?

 


In the evening, armed with a large shopping
bag of fireworks, my sons and I went to the open field near our
house. The cows that mooed during the day had already gone home. We
were ready to have some fun. I took out a plastic bottle and lit a
Roman Candle from it. However, as soon as the sparks started to
fly, the bottle fell and the Roman Candle went straight to a bush.
I watched with horror as sparks and smoke came out of the little
shaggy mass.

With courage I put rocks around the bottle,
and lit another. This time it went nicely up in the sky. A nice
display of color. But the next one bent and moved toward the
neighborhood. My heart sank.

"Oh God. Let it not fall on a roof."

I imagined a headline in the Post
Register: Federal Government Employee Starts Fire in Rose
Neilson Subdivision–Illegal Fireworks Involved.

My children cheered, "That was great, Daddy.
Let’s do another."

But I gaped at the roofs in the neighborhood.
They were mostly made of shingles, not flat concrete roofs as in
Calcutta. They could easily catch fire. I decided I needed a better
place to light these fireworks.

"We have so many, Daddy!"

They both clamored for more, but
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