
  

  CHAPTER ONE


  First Cast—Longnose Gar Lower Potomac River, Fletcher’s Cove
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   Whether we or our politicians know it or not, Nature is party to all our deals and decisions, and she has more votes, a longer memory, and a sterner sense of justice than we do.


  —WENDELL BERRY




  WHEN I DECIDED TO LEAVE MY JOB, I WENT FISHING AND NEVER LOOKED BACK.


  I went fishing in part because I knew that the rivers and the hills could teach me the truths I once knew and had forgotten. I went fishing because I knew that rising trout and singing warblers have wisdom, and because for the first time in my life, I knew all the things that I never wanted to do again, and all the places I never wanted to be, and all the people I never wanted to be around. I knew that life was too damn precious and fleeting for meaningless meetings and malignant greetings. I knew that from this moment on, I wanted to be free, feral, authentic . . . even revolutionary in my pursuit of a life worth living. I went fishing because it causes me to feel alive, and because the life that I was walking away from was draining my soul and killing my passion, little by little, irrevocably.


  In his beautiful book of essays titled Bright Rivers, Nick Lyons told of a time when he was “where the game for the big green is played.” He spoke of meetings that lasted hours and of a tightness in his chest. He wrote, “I have been a juggler, flinging my several lives high and carelessly into the air, never catching them, barely feeling one as it touches my hand.” And finally, he declared that “I do not want the qualities of my soul unlocked only by this tense, cold, gray, noisy, gaudy, grabby place.” This is what I was walking away from, and after thirty years of working toward it, I knew with great certainty that I no longer wanted that life.


  Understanding something with great clarity is a gift that cannot be taken lightly. Rejecting the aspects of modern society that feel wrong also means seeking the elements of earth, water, sky, and humanity that feel right. So I decided to let go of friends who really weren’t friends. To separate myself from the dark, dramatic, and negative, and invest my time and energy in the people and places of value. I decided to turn this cold, distant, inauthentic, anti-empathetic e-world on its head, and seek out my one true tribe of human beings who share my love for nature and the best of human nature. I decided to surround myself only with those people, places, and things that add value to my life, and to whom my life might add value.


  No person and no thing can have any power over us unless we choose to surrender it to them. Life is a beautiful and brief gift. We must live it, fully. We must choose to keep casting forward. I wouldn’t fish in dark, dirty waters; why would I choose to live in them? My first cast of this journey was where the waters of the Potomac River arrive at our nation’s capital. Why not begin my journey where the problems and the solutions of my homeland converge? At every crossing, we have the power to choose.
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  Looking out the window of the airplane I could see the world changing as I moved from west to east. Open wilderness and wild canyons became farmers’ fields in multiple shades of green, and I began to see the proliferation of rooftops and roadways and had the stark realization that in most of the eastern United States, the hand of humankind has been busy rearranging things, turning streams into canals, prairies into corn fields, and ponds into reservoirs. In many places I noticed that the only woodlands were the thin riparian borders of each river or stream. We can do better, I thought. We can reverse a lot of this, with just a little bit of vision and willpower, and a whole lot of action. We can turn this gray into green. We can rebuild a beautiful world to live in. We must.


  As my plane descended into Washington, DC, I was pleased that we were following the southern bank of the Potomac River. After all, I had traveled all this distance from Texas to spend some time with my dear friend Chris Wood on his homewaters at Fletcher’s Cove on the Potomac River. Our plan: to fish for gar fish with rope flies. It was a good plan full of uncertainty. I love plans that are only “plannish.” Like in life, anything can happen.


  There is something special for me when a plane en route to Ronald Reagan Airport comes in for a landing. Passengers on the right fuselage get a view of the Pentagon, but I was on the left and watched as we floated over history, past the White House, to the National Mall, with the Capitol Building, Washington Monument, and Jefferson Memorial; the last thing I saw before landing was the Lincoln Memorial. It just seemed right. It seemed poignant.


  The plan was that as soon as I got off the plane and into my rental car, I would meet Chris at Fletcher’s Cove so that we could get in some afternoon fishing before heading to his home for dinner with his family. Chris assumed that I was a twenty-first-century man and tried to give me GPS coordinates. I said, “Chris . . . I have a map.” There was a long pause and then I heard Chris say, “Steve, nobody uses a map anymore.” Hilarity ensued with me driving in circles on the Virginia side of the river before finding the bridge to the DC side. Finally, miraculously, I arrived at Fletcher’s Cove with Chris smiling ear to ear as we disassembled his bike and stored it in the back of the car.


  Fletcher’s Cove, often called Fletcher’s Boathouse, has been there in its current state since the 1850s. This little cove along the mighty Potomac River has witnessed the American Civil War and every moment of American history from then until now. It is a place where US senators can seek solitude and find their constituents casting lines from the shoreline. Presidents and paupers alike drink and depend on these same ancient waters. The Potomac is the “Nation’s River.” It reflects us.


  As part of the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal National Historical Park, Fletcher’s Cove is known for its white perch runs in March, American shad and herring shortly after, and striped bass (locally called “rockfish”) in late spring. But we were here for something else. We came for the hot sticky weather of June, weather that is locally referred to as “gar weather.”


  One of the great traditions of Fletcher’s is the use of its iconic wooden rowboats. Each boat is painted light gray inside the hull, slate gray on the bottom, and red on the sides, with the words “Fletchers D.C.” painted in white on the bow. There was a feeling of tradition to the creaking, grinding, banging sound of the oarlocks as Chris expertly rowed us out to the downstream edge of the cove. Night herons rested in the trees along the shore as great blue herons angled where the river met the forest. It was clear and sunny, and the river had a slight choppiness due to the breeze; the water was brown, and the fish were invisible. It was a bit cool—not gar weather. Nothing was rising to the surface.


  We were using Sage seven-weight rods that Chris had brought, along with the white, nylon rope flies that he tied himself. They remained fluffy and soft for exactly one cast and then became water-soaked weights for the remainder of the day. I had to get used to the resounding “clunk” feel of the big soggy flies reaching their end state on the back cast, and although Chris was getting distance on his double hauls, my fly seemed more reticent and tended to keep much closer to the boat. Perhaps I had a shy fly.


  After a while we began to see and hear splashes on the water’s surface, which may have been indicative of gar fish rising to gulp air, but we didn’t see any gar beneath those splashes, so it was impossible to tell what caused them. On one cast Chris felt a pull on his line, but it could have been anything, since these waters are also full of rockfish, catfish, and other fish, and our rope flies did not have hooks. The idea is that although gar fish are hard to hook due to their bony jaws and a myriad of teeth, they can strike a rope fly and get their teeth tangled in the rope. Chris has been successful at this on numerous occasions, and I was hoping to have my shot over the next two days. I’ve been fishing in gar water all my life, and I have never caught gar on rope, lure, bait, or dynamite.


  The longnose gar fish is an ancient species, and fossil records show that its ancestors may have been swimming the Earth’s waters for some one hundred million years. They are naturally found from the East Coast of North America west into Kansas, Texas, and even parts of New Mexico. Gar fish are apex predators, eating other fish and prey of opportunity, living up to twenty years on average, and attaining a size of six feet in length and up to fifty pounds in weight. Gar fish also have a superpower in that they can “breathe” in both air and water, thus allowing them to live in low-oxygen aquatic environments.


  Still, gar fish have been declining in much of their range due to habitat loss, dams, riverine construction, and, most of all, indiscriminate overfishing. In some places in America “sportsmen” seem to think it is acceptable to kill as many gar fish as possible and leave them dead on the riverbanks to rot in the sun—it isn’t. For me, these highly evolved yet ancient fish are as special as they are an important part of the ecosystems where they naturally occur. I think gar are beautiful in their complexly simplistic nature as voracious predators and tenacious survivors. There’s nothing trashy about this fish.


  It was a perfectly beautiful evening of fishing, even if the catching was not immediately forthcoming. We’d see a gulping splash and cast in its direction, to no avail, and then see another and cast in the new direction, always hopeful . . . an angler’s constant state of being. I guess that’s one of the things that make fishing so healthy for our spirits; it keeps us hopeful.


  Methodically we kept casting until the light grew more dim and the promise of dinner at Chris’s house grew more promising. It was a stunningly beautiful evening, which was part of the problem, of course. Gar like the weather to be tough, hot, humid, skeeter-infested, T-shirt-clinging-to-your-sweat-soaked-body weather, and instead we had lovely blue skies and cool breezes. Day one done; we were skunked but it didn’t stink. It was perfect, almost.
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  When we arrived at Chris’s home, his wife Betsy and their three sons, Wylie, Casey, and Henry Trace, had not arrived yet, so Chris and I enjoyed some backyard time with glasses of wine in hand. Parker, the old and gentle hound dog, made his best show of barking at me from the couch before begrudgingly accepting my hand patting his head, and from that moment on, I was deemed part of the family or at least tolerable. I tried to imagine Parker as a pup. Then I tried to imagine me as a pup. Both seemed hard to imagine.


  For those of you who aren’t yet fortunate enough to know Chris Wood, he is among other things the president and CEO of Trout Unlimited, an organization that I am proud to be a Life Member of and that impresses me more with each passing year. Chris is also a dedicated family man with a wonderful family. All three boys are the kind of young men that any father and mother would be proud of, and Betsy is brilliant, bold, and able to create the best Moroccan lamb dish I have ever experienced. We enjoyed an evening of music and conversation, and when Chris and the boys retired to the basement for some video games together, Betsy and I swapped stories about living in Africa. As it turned out, we both lived in West Africa in our younger years, me in the Marine Corps, she in the Peace Corps. Life is ironic as hell.


  Fly fishing, bird hunting, or any such outdoor activity is about far more than the kill or the catch. It’s about the times shared around the campfire or kitchen table. It’s about the laughter and the friendship that binds those moments into memories. It’s about the places and the people who understand how to live close to the bone. Nature teaches, heals, inspires, and bonds us; it reminds us that we are all of the same feral tribe.
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  A steady rain fell throughout the night and began to let up slightly as we arrived at Fletcher’s Cove the second day. We arrived at first light because Chris had a meeting on Capitol Hill later that day with a US senator about the efforts to save and revive the wild salmon populations of Idaho. We only had a half day of fishing time and wanted to make the best of it. Chris asked me if the rain was going to be a problem and I laughed and said, “I’m a Marine . . . I’m amphibious.” So we bailed the rainwater out of the old wooden boat and rowed down to the south end of the cove. At this point there was only a light cool drizzle coming down. It was refreshing.


  One of the great pleasures of Fletcher’s Cove is the wonderful people who call it home. On the way from Chris’s house to the cove, Chris picked up coffee and breakfast sandwiches for everyone that he knew would be present when we arrived. Dan Ward was behind the counter, and I came to know him as the resident historian. Dan has worked at Fletcher’s for fifty years. Alex Binstead, a dedicated angler who runs Fletcher’s, also has ties to this little cove that included learning to walk his first steps as a toddler while visiting at the cove with his family. And I met Mike Bailey and Gordon Leish, who I learned are considered a close match for the title of best angler on the river.


  Dan opened a cooler and showed me a northern snakehead fish that he had caught and was going to happily consume later that day. I love nature in almost all its forms, but to me the snakehead is a dangerous-looking creature with its almost eel-like body, oversized head, and massive mouth full of teeth. Native to China, Russia, and the Korean Peninsula, the snakehead most likely found its way into these waters via aquarium dumping or live fish market releases. It is a voracious predator of other fish, amphibians, and freshwater crustaceans and is likely to outcompete and prey on native fish.


  We talked about the impact of invasive snakeheads and blue and flathead catfish as the rain drizzled down on the lot of us, anglers one and all. The thing that impressed me most is that in a city as dysfunctional as Washington, DC, the people I met at Fletcher’s Cove seem to personify the essence of community, bound together by their affection and gratitude for this place on the river and each other. How cool is that?


  Everyone at the cove treated me kindly and made no mention of my Texan accent or the fact that I had traveled all this way to catch gar fish with rope flies in miserable weather so that I could struggle to untangle their teeth and immediately release them as if nothing had ever happened. If any of them found my plans to be strange, they didn’t mention it. Well, all except one; we’ll call her “Linda.” It became quickly apparent to me that Linda is a practical angler, and I suspect that she eats what she catches and that she catches a lot of fish. There’s nothing wrong with that as long as the fish you’re killing aren’t dying out.


  I will never forget my one and only audience with Linda. She was colorful, and being an artist of sorts, I appreciate color. She walked up slowly, even painfully, and leaned on the railing in front of the little tackle shop. She wore a camouflage jacket, well-worn jeans, and an old floppy hat, and her eyes squinted at me as she sized up the stranger in their midst. She had a lit cigarette bobbing up and down from the edge of her lips, and I suspect she could burn that thing to the nub with a single drag. She spoke quickly, often without removing that glowing death-tube, and when she turned her gaze toward me, her eyes narrowed and she said, “So what’s your story?”


  I told her of my quest, traveling and fly-fishing around the country for native fish in their original waters and of how I use only barbless hooks and carefully land and release each fish. After I had explained my presence there, I said, “So . . . what do you think of what I’m doing?” She looked at me hard and said, “I don’t like it. I don’t like it one bit. Makes no sense!” I smiled. Candor, it’s so refreshing.


  Things were looking up. Just before we left the dock we looked out and saw a long series of gulping splashes. We looked at each other and smiled; this was going to be a good morning. It was a bit too cool to be gar weather and the rain had changed the character of the river, but still, there were gulps everywhere. How could we miss?


  We brought eight-weight rods this time to help toss those waterlogged rope flies, and indeed Chris’s flies gained some extra distance, but for some reason I seemed to get another shy fly that did its best to stay closer to the boat. But we were both getting the flies out there to the many splashes we were seeing. Sometimes there were so many splashes to chase that I’d drop my back cast in and take a couple strips of the line, then forward cast and get the other side of the boat. There was a feeling of hope in the air as we both flung our mop-head flies back and forth into the murky waters. That’s when the sky opened and the rain came down, and we pulled up our raincoat hoods and hunkered down for some serious fishing.


  I love fishing in the rain. I love the way the world seems to be washed clean, and how the river jumps at every impacting raindrop. I love the fresh fragrance in the air and the soothing sound of wild water running home toward the sea. It’s humbling to think that every drop of water on Earth today has always been here. Humans have been such an insignificant part of the Earth’s story, until our misbehavior made us seem significant. As the murky waters of the lower Potomac reflect us as a nation and a people, so does the falling acidic rain give an image of our deeds and misdeeds. We can restore these waters, those raindrops, and ourselves. I still have hope.


  With the rain came a change in the river. The air cooled, the current picked up, and in short order we noticed that the hopeful splashes and gulps had given way to a serene silence. The river rolled by us. We moved from section to section of the cove and kept casting with that sort of optimism that only anglers and slot-machine addicts have. It is an article of faith that the next cast will be the one that connects us to our quarry, so we cast through the rain and the sun and the day and night, and it remains a mystery what actually triggers the fish to bite, or the angler to snip off the fly and call it a day.
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  Chris and I stopped back by the house so we could get cleaned up and change clothes, and then we drove to the headquarters of Trout Unlimited. Nobody at TU has an office; everyone has a cubicle. The only difference between the cubicle of the CEO and the rest of the staff is that his cubicle is at the end of the long line of cubicles, and therefore he has a wall on one side. The only other unique aspect to the CEO’s cubicle is that it contains the front third of a red and gray wooden jon boat with white lettering across its bow that reads, “Fletcher D.C.” That’s it. The people who operate and love the cove gifted the boat’s bow to Chris out of respect and affection for the man and his work. This pleases me.


  Leadership sets the tone, and I can tell you that there are many reasons that Chris and I are friends, but one is that I respect his dedication to family, friends, and the mission of making this world and its cold-water habitats a little better than we’ve left them thus far. I share those priorities.


  While Chris went to Capitol Hill to meet with the senator and fight for dam removals, clean water, and the restoration of wild native salmon in Idaho, I took the metro to the National Mall and walked in the rain and drizzle from the White House to the Capitol, to the Washington Monument, past all the memorials for our many wars and the Americans who died fighting them, along the Reflecting Pool, and to the steps of the Lincoln Memorial.


  Behind the Lincoln Memorial, the Potomac River rolled toward the sea. I knew that it was full of rockfish, American eels, and American shad, and somewhere, I still had faith, there were gar fish. Some four hundred miles to the east in Highland County, Virginia, and Seneca Rocks, West Virginia, the headwaters of the Potomac run clear and clean over freestone stream beds, and wild, native brook trout are making a comeback in these waters where once they were in jeopardy from the effects of humanity’s choices. This river once teemed with fish and wildlife. The fish included bass, muskellunge, pike, and ultimately brook trout in the upper waters, and the aforementioned gamefish of the lower waters at Fletcher’s Cove.


  When Europeans first arrived in the watershed, they found the now-extinct eastern strains of bison, elk, wolves, and cougars. A combination of overhunting, overfishing, and habitat fragmentation and degradation including mining and agricultural waste, urban sewage, and runoff led to the moment when the algal blooms of the 1960s caused then-president Lyndon Johnson to declare the river a “national disgrace.” There is hope for this river and others due to the 1972 Clean Water Act and the dedication of organizations like TU, The Nature Conservancy, the Potomac River Conservancy, and others. I envision a day when the waters of this great American river reflect a new nation and a new time. I see these waters running clean and free and supporting healthy populations of fish and other wildlife. It’s not a dream, it’s a goal.
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  We never caught or even saw a gar fish during my two days on the Potomac in Fletcher’s Cove. I could tell Chris was concerned that I had flown from Texas and caught no fish, but it was a wonderful fishing trip. I had the chance to fish from a wooden rowboat with a dear friend, in the sunlight and in rain showers. In the end, we decided to challenge each other to be the first one to catch the next gar on a rope fly, either Chris on the Potomac or me on the Llano.


  When I returned home to my beloved Texas Hill Country, I decided it was time to go fishing again. It just seemed like the right thing to do, as if I was reassuring my homewaters that I hadn’t cheated on them . . . not really. As I packed up my gear, I looked at the rope fly that Chris had given me the day prior and decided not to bring it. I was going to the Guadalupe River, not the Llano, and I almost never saw gar fish in the Guadalupe.


  It was a beautiful morning at my favorite and secret spot along the river. I worked my way downstream from the bridge whose belly was heavy with the mud nests of cave swallows. They darted above me as I cast, swung, and stripped my streamer under familiar cutbanks and across clear, deep pools. I caught and released Guadalupe and largemouth bass, yellow bellied and green sunfish, and even a Rio Grande cichlid.


  By the time I reached the last pool before the riffles turn into a small waterfall, I’d had enough catching and releasing. I reeled in my line, snipped off the one fly that had caught all those fish, and just stood there in the clear, clean water—and that’s when it happened. Something brushed my leg. I checked for snakes but instead found two beautifully colored gar fish swimming just three feet away, looking up at me. The thing is, they just floated there, looking at me for a moment, and when they finally swam leisurely away, I’m quite sure they were grinning at me. Cheeky bastards.






  

  CHAPTER TWO


  Striped Bass and Bluefish North Atlantic, Cape Cod
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   We have reached a time in the life of the planet, and humanity’s demands upon it, when every fisherman will have to be a riverkeeper, a steward of marine shallows, a watchman on the high seas.


  —THOMAS MCGUANE, THE LONGEST SILENCE




  I GUESS I FINALLY FELL ASLEEP AROUND 11:00 P.M. AND WOKE AT 2:00 A.M. We were on the road to the boat ramp on Cape Cod by 2:30 a.m., pulling my friend Ted Williams’s green and white boat, The Assignment behind us through the foggy New England night. There was a “Sleepy Hollow” feel to some of the darkened backroads, but as tired as I was, the morning felt like an adventure, and it was.


  We arrived at the docks just before dawn. It was July, but just cold enough in the early morning half-light and ocean breeze to cause this Texan to wear a coat and zip it up all the way. I was awake now, sort of. Ted wore green rubber boots, brown trousers, and a well-worn long-sleeve shirt with suspenders to hold everything in place. I wore water shoes that were too open, hiking trousers that were too thin, a raincoat that was just barely enough to keep me from shivering, and a Hill Country Outfitters hat that I was determined to hold on to at all costs.


  I asked Ted if I could help with the boat and he nicely declined, saying, “I appreciate it, but I’m usually fishing by myself, and I need to be able to do this by myself . . . it’s good for me.” He has that smooth, able way about him that shows he’s done this more times than he cares to count. At one point I think I tied a bowline to the dock, but that was the extent of my contribution.


  I donned my self-inflating emergency vest, which Ted told me he always insists everyone on his boat wear. We motored out of the small inlet and out to sea, rounding the bend of a sliver of beach as the sun rose from the eastern horizon. I sat on the bow of The Assignment until we began to pick up speed, moving across the sea toward a choppy rip, a place where the incoming or outgoing tide collides with the transition of deeper to shallower water. Baitfish and squid get caught up and accumulate along these rips, and the striped bass and bluefish seem to know this, so we anglers try to know what they know. In nature, everything is eating everything. That is the true circle of life.


  The basic process for fishing for stripers and blues off the coast of Cape Cod is much the same as fishing for Guadalupe bass in the Texas Hill Country, only bigger. We were using RIO 400-grain, sinking, shooting-head line, and one-piece Loomis nine-weight rods. Having the right equipment and the right person by my side really made a difference. I easily fell into the pattern of sling-swing-strip, sling-swing-strip, sling-swing-strip-strike!


  Ted gave me first shot on the rip, and after a few tries I hooked into a nice bluefish that fought with authority and caused my arms to feel the first fabulous fight of the morning. There were many more to come. When we got the bluefish to the boat I was overjoyed. It was the first bluefish I had ever caught. I loved him. Just as I was reaching for my camera, I noticed the skill and speed with which Ted slipped out the hook and slid my first bluefish back into the ocean.


  I was dumbstruck until I managed to say, “I was hoping to take a photo of that.”


  “There will be more,” replied Ted. In that moment I was reminded of what a tourist I am in these waters—and each new place I visit. But in truth, I’m not a tourist as much as a wide-eyed post-middle-aged boy who is discovering so many things for the first time. That is the magic of this adventure. It’s not the fish, it’s the fishing. It’s spending time on the ocean with someone who has become a part of this seascape and it a part of him. It’s trying to see their homewaters through their eyes.


  Ted repositioned The Assignment and in short order we were back along the edge of the rip, Ted casting off the bow and me off the stern. We both started catching fish, and this time I managed to catch the first striped bass of my life. Recalling the fate of the first bluefish, I grabbed hold of the moderately sized striper and said, “Maybe we can take a photo of this one?”


  Ted looked at me with the eyes of a man who knows how to fish like a man and was wondering why I would stop fishing to take a picture of a fish. There was kindness in his voice when he said, “There will be bigger ones.” I dropped my first striper back into the ocean. I grew determined to fish like a man, too.


  Pound for pound I think the bluefish fight harder than the stripers, especially at the surface. They both pull hard and seem to dig down deep, bending both rod and angler toward the sea. Bluefish add a vicious flourish to the fight once you bring them to the surface. Those teeth aren’t false advertising; these fish are warriors. At the end of each battle, I had to shake out the pumped-up feel of my arms, then pick up the line and cast again. Sling-swing-strip, sling-swing-strip, sling-swing-strip-strike!


  We both were catching fish, but Ted caught at least two fish to my one. At one point, out of pure kindness, he said, “Let’s switch,” and I moved to the bow and he to the stern. We began casting and catching again until at last the catching died down, as it often does in fishing, as if someone had flipped a switch that turned off the bite. I shook out my arms to get the blood flowing again as Ted pointed us toward the next rip and called out, “Hold on!”


  It didn’t matter where I stood in the boat; Ted still outcaught me two or three to one, just as I would expect. It wasn’t the place we stood that changed the outcome; it was the skill of the angler standing there. Still, I was catching enough striped bass to fulfill my every daydream, and we had only just begun. This, my friends, is a life well lived.
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  One of the things I love about fishing is that it forces you to connect and participate in nature. It’s not for the faint of heart. It’s not some animated virtual world with singing bluebirds and dancing starfish. Angling, hunting, hiking, and even arrowhead hunting requires you to pay attention, live in the moment, and become part of the ecosystem.


  When not moving from rip to rip, we followed the various seabirds that were searching for the same squid and baitfish that the stripers and blues were hunting. By paying attention to nature’s cues, we became an integral part of the whole. Sometimes this took the form of following flocks of herring, black-backed, and laughing gulls, or the delicate yet deadly common terns that swept down from the sky picking up pieces of squid that had been slashed by blues and stripers. In one case I watched as one of these tiny birds lifted an entire squid from the water, carrying its still living quarry toward the beach. Sometimes nature’s cues came in the form of the nature of the water itself, or the pudgy porpoising bodies of seals, or the swirl of sharks that were hunting the seals that hunted the fish that hunted the squid. Nature is a constant fight for survival punctuated by moments of beauty and elegance.


  As an angler, and I suspect in life, too, Ted is relentless. He is all business, focus, and determination. We’d sling and swing and cast and catch until the catching died down, and then Ted would notice the seabirds massing in another place and he’d call out, “Hold your cast and hold on!” He’d power up the 200 Yamaha and we’d bounce across the ocean toward the next likely spot, where we’d cast and catch until my arms ached. There were no breaks, just solid hard-core fishing.


  Did I mention how little sleep I’d had? At one point I grabbed a granola bar and an iced coffee drink, and held the mouth of the open bottle against my own open mouth so that the glorious elixir would bounce into my sleepy maw with every drop of the bow as we crossed the ocean chop. It worked beautifully. I felt refreshed.


  Ted slid The Assignment into the next line along a rip or under the next flock of seabirds and we’d repeat the casting and catching. Occasionally, one of us would catch a striper that was larger than most, and Ted would measure it against a ruled line on the gunnel of the boat. I don’t know how many fish we caught, but to me, it was more than I could have dreamed of, and I was overjoyed. Ted, on the other hand, said that he “wanted to get me into bigger fish.” Did I mention that my arms already ached from the fish we did catch?


  The action seemed to be moving closer and closer to the shore, and we were quite close to a pod of gray seals resting on the beach. According to the National Park Service, Cape Cod National Seashore is visited by about four million people each year. The greater Boston area reports a population of nearly five million people, each person generating waste that goes into the air, land, and sea. Making nature accessible and protecting it from all the access is going to be an ongoing battle for our nation and the world. As I looked toward the seashore at those wild, native seals, and out at the sea to those wild, native fish, and up into the sky at those wild, native birds, I was surer than ever that this is a battle we must win. And it is winnable. After all, we are only fighting with ourselves.


  Ted pulled The Assignment into position quite close to shore where the seabirds were uproarious, crashing into the ocean and picking up squid, as the striped bass and bluefish continued to pound the little cephalopods from below. We were using squid-like flies, and I was getting, but missing, a lot of strikes on the surface. Occasionally one or both of us would bring a fish to the boat, and we could see squid flashing iridescently just below the surface as if they were taking some joy in their tormentors’ predicament. At other times squid that were fleeing the gamefish would leap completely out of the water only to be beset by terns and seagulls. It was a bad day to be calamari.


  As we continued to sling, swing, and catch, I noticed that one of the seals had become curious. He repeatedly popped his head up, watching us bring fish to the boat, then watching us unhook and release them as fast as we had caught them. The expression on his little seal face was something between amusement and bewilderment. I half expected him to shout, “Hey! Why do you keep throwing your food away?” I understood his confusion.


  There are two kinds of seals regularly found off the coast of Cape Cod. They are the smaller harbor seals that range up to five feet long and three hundred pounds, and the much larger gray seals that can reach eight feet long and eight hundred pounds. Possible, but rarely seen, are the hooded, ringed, and harp seals. Several decades ago, these were all but wiped out across New England, with the spotting of a single seal being rare by the 1960s. With the advent of the 1972 Marine Mammal Protection Act, seals began to resurge into the area, with harbor seals like my curious friend now giving birth to pups not much farther to the north on some lonely islands off the coast of New Hampshire and Maine. This one good piece of legislation has managed to bring New England’s seal population from the brink of extinction up to around thirty thousand gray seals and over seventy thousand harbor seals, according to the NOAA Fisheries Division.


  From time to time I’d see the swirling of fins that appeared to be sharks, most likely hunting the seals. The population of sharks, including great white sharks, has been on the rise off the coast of Cape Cod, with the Atlantic White Shark Conservancy reporting more than 160 confirmed sightings in 2019, as of the end of summer. Other species may include blue sharks, thresher sharks, mako sharks, and the occasional tiger shark during the warmer months. The sharks, like the seals, bluefish, striped bass, squid, common terns, and whales, all belong here. They are all part of the experience of these North Atlantic waters, and although I would loathe to fall overboard, I would not have it any other way. And this brings me to the story of Bobby.


  Once the bite had died down, Ted and I spent a few moments just scanning the distant waters, looking for any new flocks of shorebirds to follow, trying to squeeze the last drop of adventure from our day. That’s when I mentioned the coldness of the water and the proliferation of seals and sharks, and how much I was making sure to follow his directions and hold on as we crossed each choppy expanse of ocean. Ted pointed to my life vest and said, “That’s why I make us wear these.”


  Bobby was a gentleman in his eighties who Ted volunteered to take fishing as a gesture of appreciation for all the support he had given wildlife conservation organizations such as Trout Unlimited and The Nature Conservancy. Before they set out, Ted had given him the same safety talk that I received; part of that discussion is about holding on to the crossbar behind the driver while the boat is in motion. They went bouncing across the sea just as Ted and I had, moving toward and then across the rip and its waves and swells that bunch up the baitfish and call up the gamefish.


  As the story goes, at one point they were crossing a bit of choppy ocean on their way to the next fishing spot when Ted called back, “How ya doing back there, Bobby?” There was no reply. When Ted cut the engine and looked back, there was no one else in the boat. Bobby was bobbing in the ocean close by. It all ended well, with the tough octogenarian changing into dry clothes and declaring it a good day. The moral to the story is, listen to the captain and hold on—adventure can get bumpy.
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  The Cape Cod National Seashore is a beautiful land and seascape that needs to be protected. Like all things in nature, it is connected to everything else around it. Just to the north is Boston Harbor, which was once known as the dirtiest harbor in America. There, the sewage, and runoff from forty-three municipalities must be contained, treated, and released. According to the Massachusetts Water Resource Authority, $3.8 billion was spent to reverse the damage caused by the sewage of five million people, along with $850 million to control runoff and storm sewer overflow and an additional $30 million to conduct oceanographic monitoring of pollution in the surrounding waters.


  Legislation such as the Clean Water Act of 1972 has enabled places like Boston to greatly improve conditions through education, innovation, and enforcement of environmental laws. It’s important for us to stay the course. There is still much to be done. The environment is improving, but it could all be undone with the stroke of a politician’s pen.


  I grew up as an independent-minded outdoorsman with a healthy suspicion of big government, and I have not lost that suspicion after thirty years of working within the system. But I have also learned that, sadly, human nature being what it is, businesses, billionaires, and big-oil are not going to control themselves any more than big-government, big-trade, or big-mobs of uniformed people acting on knee-jerk emotions. We need well-considered, science-based, and far-reaching ways to change the way we treat the Earth and each other. What does this have to do with fishing? Everything.


  The striped bass and bluefish Ted and I were catching are on a comeback from the brink of disaster, but they are still in danger of reversal. They are controlled and doled out by a mass of agencies with conflicting interests—interests that have little to nothing to do with the conservation of gamefish and their forage fish, or their habitats. For example, the US Department of Commerce plays a big role in deciding the fate of these fish, and you might note that commerce has nothing to do with conservation. The USDC operates the National Marine Fisheries Service, which manages bluefish and is focused on resource extraction, not protection.


  The fox is protecting the hen house when it comes to our nation’s oceanic fish. Organizations divvy up influence over “catch limits” and “by-catch,” with each one acting as a special interest for the industry of fish extraction. To name a few, there is the New England Fisheries Management Council, Mid-Atlantic Fisheries Management Council, and the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission, which manages striped bass. The worst may be the International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas, which Ted has described as a “sorry congregation of fishmongers and politicians”; and the Recreational Fishing Alliance, which is representing the commercial “catch-and-kill” charter boat industry, not the conservation of native gamefish or their forage fish.


  Why does this matter to an angler like me? This time with my friend was meaningful because the water was clean, the air was fresh, and the seals were swimming with the fish, squid, sharks, and whales. It was meaningful because birds flew overhead as the sun shone clearly across the water and the land. It was an adventure because all around us was the power and beauty of nature, the only home we will ever know. I want the generations ahead of me to know a natural world full of native wildlife and plants that causes them to feel as grateful as Ted and I felt on this single day at sea. This is why it all matters to an angler like me. How about you?


  There is good news, and we can create more. There are organizations such as Pew Charitable Trusts, Oceana, Atlantic White Shark Conservancy, The Nature Conservancy, Billfish Foundation, Sea Turtle Conservancy, Island Conservation, and Stripers Forever, which are working to make a positive difference in the restoration and conservation of our oceanic fish and their habitats. As ethical anglers and hunters who love our oceans, rivers, lakes, and watersheds, we can and must band together and take a lead in saving the natural creatures and places we have come to love.


  This is not a partisan issue, it’s a moral imperative. An ocean is not a toilet, it’s a natural wonder. A fish is not a resource, it’s a living thing of intrinsic value. How we treat the Earth’s air, land, and sea reflects who we have become, or who we choose to be.
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  We grew quiet as the day was ending, the inlet grew closer, and the afternoon grew dimmer. Then Ted said, “I don’t want to even think of a time when I can no longer do this.” It was a beautiful moment, and I found myself drinking up every sight and sound and feeling.


  Just then two young women rounded the bend, kayaking out of Cape Cod inlet. One of them called out to us, “Catch anything?”


  Ted and I replied simultaneously. “Lots!” I said, clearly thrilled with the day we’d shared. “A few,” replied Ted with the perspective of a man who knows these waters, these fish, and the value of understatement. I have a lot to learn.


  The drive back to Ted’s house was thoughtful. We listened to Ted’s amazingly eclectic soundtrack of classic country, bluegrass, big band, jazz, and show tunes. It was luxurious to drink an iced coffee and think of the warm shower and cold gin and tonics ahead of us. I knew that Ted’s wonderful wife Donna was making pizza, my favorite food, and that his pup, Governor Benning Wentworth, would be thrilled at our arrival (Ted’s arrival). The thought of this, plus a warm shower, brought a smile.


  “I can’t thank you enough for the day,” I said.


  Ted smiled, just with the corners of his eyes. “You don’t have to thank me; it takes nothing to get me to go fishing.” Then after a pause he said, “Nobody fishes with me anymore.”


  I was surprised and asked, “Why?”


  “They’re not serious,” he said. “Nobody wants to get up at two in the morning.”


  I thought about what Ted had said and wondered if I was a serious fisherman. We listened to the music for a while, and I began to review the day’s adventures. For the most part, I fish the same way I play guitar, casually. Still, when it’s part of the adventure, I can do as writer John Gierach once described as “bearing down and fishing.” Mostly though, I had to admit to myself that I’m a take-it-easy fly fisherman.


  I felt fortunate indeed to be in the company of a genuinely great fisherman, who is also my friend. I’d love to fish with Ted again. I’d happily get up at two in the morning to relive this day. I don’t know if I can qualify as a serious angler, but I feel certain that I am a fortunate one.


  Ted’s words caused me to think of my dad, who loved and lived for the ocean. I recalled the day he finally sold his boat, The Triton. I had grown up and moved away, just as Ted’s kids and my daughter had done. It is the way of things. When I asked my dad why he sold The Triton, he said, “I’m getting too old, Steve. I can’t do it by myself anymore.” That was a sad day for me. I felt like I had let my dad down by moving away. There’s so much I understand now that I didn’t understand then. I guess that also is the way of things.


  On the way back to the house I asked Ted, “What do you love most about this?”


  Ted, being a man of few words, replied succinctly. “Everything,” he said. “I love everything.”


  I thought about that for a moment, and I smiled. “Me too,” I said. I love everything about it . . . just like my dad, and Ted.
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  I first read Henry David Thoreau’s Walden as a young US Marine who dreamed of a small cabin in the woods. The words and meaning contained within that book spoke to me back then when I was overseas and so far from home, and they still do. Even with all my world travels, I had not visited New England before this fishing trip with Ted, and I knew that I had to add an extra day to visit the small lake where Henry David fished and penned within those immortal pages, “Time is but the stream I go fishing in.”


  I won’t fish or hike with just anybody. For me, being in nature is a sacred, spiritual experience, deserving of my respect and undivided attention. When I wade in a river, casting into the morning breeze, I do so with reverence. When I walk in a canyon, wood, or along some empty beach, I do so awake, in tune, and connected. You can’t do that with just anyone. A perfect walk in the woods is as intimate as an embrace, as memorable as a smile that comes from the soul and through the eyes of someone you love deeply. That is why I choose to walk and wade with true friends who, like me, love nature—or I choose to walk in solitude.


  Maggie Serva has been one of my dearest friends. She sat beside me the day my father died, and we listened to some of his favorite music: Sinatra, Bennett, Armstrong. We’ve hiked together and fished together and spoken of life and death and life’s big questions, most of which have the same answer, “Who knows?” We’ve shared thoughts about honeybees and cypress trees and the way olives taste when they are at their best. A little over a year before this trip, Maggie moved to Boston from her home in the Texas hills not far from my own. I knew who I wanted to walk with at Walden Pond. She agreed.


  It was a cloudy, wet morning when we arrived at Walden Pond. It had been raining all night, and the trees were deep green and the pond was clear, and either by random fortune or universal design it turned out to be the 202nd birthday of the man who once wrote, “A lake is the landscape’s most beautiful and expressive feature. It is Earth’s eye; looking into which the beholder measures the depth of his own nature.”


  Each day of the year, the Massachusetts State Parks department posts a copy of the journal entry that Thoreau made on that same day, sometime before his death in 1862. To our amazement, today it spoke of the need to walk with someone who resonates with you and the place and path, or to walk alone in solitude and peace. We smiled.


  The trail around Walden Pond was well groomed, but narrow. It was wooded to one side and provided picture-frame views of the lake on the other. Along the way we avoided poison ivy and counted chipmunks and squirrels, and I noticed a few people taking what I guessed to be their daily morning swim in the lake. I wished in that moment that I had brought two float tubes and two fly rods so Maggie and I could fish the morning away in Henry David’s lake. A blue jay called out and I smiled. I hadn’t heard one in a while.


  We walked until we reached the site of the original cabin where my literary friend sat and slept and read and wrote. There was a small cove at the cabin site, and I imagined him spending his days in and around that cove whenever he wasn’t fishing, or hiking, or hoeing his bean fields. Visitors had created an impromptu shrine of stone cairns next to the cabin site, and Maggie and I added our stones to the mix. Some of the visitors had written messages on the stones, most of them in dull black ink with sharp meaningful prose, but one was written in gold glitter, and it read, “Hot 2017!” I’m not sure what Henry David would have thought of that.


  Walking back, I found myself daydreaming of a morning or evening spent floating across the lake, casting my line to native pickerel and perch. They are still in there, just as they were in the 1800s. It amused me to think that I might catch the progeny of Henry David’s “ones that got away.” If I ever come back to Boston, I will fish this lake.


  Visiting the replica of Thoreau’s cabin, I was struck by its elegant simplicity and how at home I felt within its four walls. Except for the lack of a bathroom and running water, and the need of a table to replace his tiny desk, it felt like a place where I could live my life happily without want for much more. (It needed a porch too.) But standing there with my dear friend, I thought of how words can travel. I thought of how much his words have touched my life, and how much I want my words to touch the lives of others in some positive and meaningful manner. I thought of his love for this land and the sea, and the irony that the website for the Cape Code National Seashore has a quote from Thoreau across its masthead. It reads, “A man may stand there and put all America behind him.”


  I don’t want to do that. I don’t want you to do that either. The waters and landscapes of this great nation are its legacy far more than any building, road, technology, or ideology. I want us all to love these wild places enough to restore and preserve them for future generations. I want this country to lead the way in demonstrating how a great nation respects and treats each other and the Earth.


  As I stood on the bow of The Assignment casting to wild, native fish in a sea teeming with life, all I could see was America’s brighter future. In that future we tell the story of our flirtation with unlimited extraction and waste, and we end that perilous story with the happy tale of how we turned it all around, together.


  If I could live another life, I’d come back in a hundred years and take a kid fishing off the coast of Cape Cod. I’d watch the magic in their eyes at the strike of a bluefish, the dive of a tern, the dance of a Wilson’s storm petrel, the sea-cutting dorsal of a great white shark, the inquisitive eyes of a harbor seal. If I could live again, I’d want that kid to look at me as we rounded the corner into the inlet and ask, “What do you love most about this place?”


  “Everything,” I’d reply. “Absolutely, everything—wild, native, and free.”






  

  CHAPTER THREE


  Northern Pike, Smallmouth Bass, and MuskellungeSt. Croix National Wild and Scenic River
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   Sharing the day on the water with a good friend, fish or no fish, is more memorable than the number of fish I land.


  —BOB WHITE, THE CLASSIC SPORTING ART OF BOB WHITE




  BOB WHITE IS AN OUTDOOR ARTIST AND WRITER WHOSE WORK I HAVE enjoyed, admired, and appreciated for many years before we ever met and became friends. He and his wife Lisa and their family, daughters Tommy and Jaime, son Jake, and dogs Frisbee and Quill, are the kind of family that give me hope. As a writer I am expected to find just the right word to express everything, but I’m not sure which word I’d use about our friendship; for now, I’ll choose grateful.


  When I arrived, Quill and Frisbee became so excited that they knocked me off the back porch and almost to the ground. It’s not that they had any special feelings about my arrival, although I’m sure they’re always happy to see Bob and Lisa come home from a trip, or Tommy from school. No,they were simply happy to see the new human, and although I did have fun feeding them tortilla chips from the table later that evening, I felt bad that I wasn’t more fun for them to be around. Perhaps I’ve forgotten how to play. I need to fix that. I guess I need to find my inner puppy. Thinking back, I can’t recall which of the pups liked their chips “neat” and which liked salsa.


  The “White House” is not a house, it’s a home. There is a difference. The two-story wood-sided structure is painted in a perfect shade of yellow, with white trim and a red wooden door leading from the back deck to the kitchen. (The same color combination I would have chosen.) On the porch is a grill, a table with a beautiful wooden frame that Bob built and a large slab of thick, clear glass as the top, and chairs featuring Lisa’s bright and cheerful flame-red cushions. (It’s important that I mention the cushions.) A carved Alaskan-looking fish hangs from the porch wall, and vintage-style tin lamps containing candles illuminate the scene. An old-fashioned brass hurricane lamp is the centerpiece of the table, with Lisa’s potted herbs framing the edges of the porch. Mississippi Delta blues music filled the air, augmenting the red wine, homemade cider, delicious steaks, and crisp fresh salad. It was the perfect setting for friends to enjoy the evening before the float. The best part of any adventure is often the anticipation.


  I know what you’re thinking . . . what do playful dogs and perfect dinners have to do with fly fishing and the outdoors? Everything, my friend. Everything. You see, I don’t write fishing stories. I write living stories. I write about the things that make life worth living. I write about the joy of being truly alive. These are the things that truly
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