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Nowhere to Run

“Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it: and have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moveth upon the earth.”

Genesis 1:28

 

The Europeans and European Americans surveyed the landscape of North America and saw commodities. Forests were timber that could be sold. The animals that lived there had thick and valuable fur that could be sold. Land could be used to grow food products to be sold. Fish could be salted or packed in cans and sold. The minerals in the earth could be dug up or washed out and sold. Wheat could be sold in San Francisco, cattle could be sold in Chicago.

Commerce was the primary goal of Isaac Ingalls Stevens in building a railroad. If a railroad could be built, there would be endless commercial possibilities. More and more people could come, ports and cities could be built, and goods could be moved.

Many people knew that they were doing damage. But it was a question of priorities. By 1875 the Portland newspaper the Morning Oregonian was warning of the “almost total extinction of salmon in our waters.” But the people who had moved there to develop this new country accepted that development comes with a cost.

The trees were wood to sell, but they also left behind cleared land on which to grow more things to sell. In 1827, a sawmill was already operating on the northern bank of the Columbia at what would later become Vancouver, Washington, a large suburb of Portland, Oregon. As transportation improved, more and more logging became feasible. In 1848, there were about twenty-two mills in western Oregon and Washington. But by 1851 there were more than a hundred just in Oregon.

One of the more obvious and correctible effects of sawmills was choking rivers with sawdust. Washington Territory banned the dumping of sawdust in rivers in 1876. Oregon did the same two years later. But these laws were seldom enforced.

Low land near the banks of rivers was particularly targeted because on it grew extremely high-quality wood, and it was the most accessible and easiest to transport. But these are exactly the forests needed for successful salmon rivers. Today in Oregon and Washington there are almost no old-growth forests left by riverbanks. In some instances like the Quinault on Washington’s richly forested Olympic Peninsula, the river came apart without trees to hold the banks and broke into a web of shallow streams and rivulets.

Clearing forests caused heavy runoff in the spring, too little water in summer, and toxic ash from forest fires – the ash should have settled on the forest floor, which would have filtered it, instead of settling on open land and running straight into the rivers.

In the nineteenth century, loggers moved their logs down the river by erecting what was called a ‘splash dam.’ These were temporary dams that created large reservoirs behind them. The logs were stockpiled in this pool and when the water was high the dam was taken down, causing huge logs to race downstream, stripping the riverbeds. The dam was then put back in place and the process begun again. More than 150 splash dams for salmon to work around were used in Washington rivers and another 160 in Oregon.

 

Beyond the harm that was done when forests were cleared to make farmland, farming and ranching practices also damaged salmon rivers. Irrigation was and is widely used in the Columbia Basin, which spans Washington, Oregon, and Idaho. The practice is almost as old as farming itself in this area. In 1840 missions near what is now Lewiston, Idaho, and Walla Walla, Washington, started using irrigation to develop farming. In 1859 an important irrigation project began in the Walla Walla River Valley. This was followed by irrigation in major Oregon river valleys such as the Hood and Umatilla. In 1866 extensive irrigation began in the California valleys of the Sacramento and San Joaquin Rivers. This was followed by irrigation from the Klamath River in both Oregon and California.

Studies show that only a third of the water taken from rivers and lakes for irrigation gets back into the same river and, when it does, it is of a considerably lesser quality. The returning water is warmer, saltier, and with added and often unwelcomed pathogens. It also has less dissolved oxygen. Irrigation often means a greater mortality rate of salmon eggs and alevin. At times so much water was diverted that riverbeds in places went dry and salmon could obviously not swim through these dry stretches.

Livestock trample riverbanks, cause erosion, and deposit large amounts of oxygen-killing waste in the water. They cause a loss of riverbank vegetation, especially overhanging varieties that give shade to rivers. They destroy habitat for insects that are vital food for young salmon.

Salmon and people use estuaries and wetlands differently. For salmon, the brackish water is where small young freshwater salmon transform into seagoing fish. To entrepreneurial humans, it is wasted swampy land that needs to be drained and converted into something useful. They make good seaport cities – New York and San Francisco were created from wetlands. They are good for industrial parks or farmland. No state has filled in more wetlands than California. In 1780 California had five million acres of wetlands but by 1980, ninety-one percent of that was filled in. In the same period Idaho lost fifty-six percent of its wetlands, Oregon lost thirty-eight percent, and Washington thirty-one percent. It is not certain how salmon could survive such a massive habitat loss but the issue gets lost amid so many others.

 

So tough and resilient is the salmon that though their numbers have declined, they might have withstood it all – the mining, the farming, the irrigation, the logging, even the shortsighted greed and waste of canneries. But it is a straightforward principle that if you erect a concrete wall hundreds of feet high across a river so that nothing can go below it or above it, salmon will not be able to spawn and their young won’t be able to go to sea. The salmon run in that river or tributary is over.

Everyone understood this uncomplicated premise. It was one of the first sins to be denounced. The constitution of the Oregon Territory, which was written in 1848, prohibited the damming of any river or stream in which salmon were seen unless the dam had a pass by which the salmon could freely swim both up- and downstream. This 1908 defence of one of Oregon’s most celebrated salmon rivers by Robert Deniston Hume, the Maine-born father of Pacific Northwest canning, is an example of how the new entrepreneurial class in the Northwest were well aware of the history they came from:

 

Hundreds of years ago men of my name were resisting the maintenance of dams and other obstructions on the River Tweed, Berwickshire, Scotland, that prevented the passage of salmon to the spawning grounds, and the lapse of centuries finds me opposing like structures on the Rogue.

 

Dams created other problems for fish as well. The water below the dam is so much colder than the water above it that, even if the fish somehow managed to pass, the temperature change alone could kill them. There is a risk that juveniles might decide to stay in the large lake created by the dam and become landlocked fish. Worse, if they try to continue down, they are, for some mysterious reason, attracted to the deadly turbines of the dam, despite devices to steer them away.

But from the beginning of the electric age in the late nineteenth century, many people who wanted to develop the economy of the Northwest saw its great and fast-moving rivers as an irresistible source of electric power. Hydroelectric dams started to be built on major Columbia tributaries such as the Willamette and the Spokane. Dams were not only attractive for electricity but also for flood control, agricultural irrigation projects, and to improve transportation for shipping goods.

Taking a long historical view, it can be demonstrated that protecting the environment guarantees jobs and that destructive practices cost them. But in a time of economic crisis, few people are interested in the long view. During the Great Depression the focus was on what could create jobs immediately.

Franklin D. Roosevelt’s vision for the Pacific Northwest was that tremendous amounts of energy could be produced from huge hydroelectric dams and then an abundance of clean, cheap energy would build a booming economy. That is what happened – and what is still happening.

During his 1932 presidential campaign, Roosevelt, a rich man who knew how to talk to struggling workers and had a keen sense of his times, laid out his idea on a stop in Portland, Oregon:

 

This vast waterpower can be of incalculable value to this whole section of the country. It means cheap manufacturing production, economy, and comfort on the farm, and in the household.

 

Within weeks of his 1933 inauguration, Roosevelt ordered construction to begin on the first federal hydroelectric projects – the giant Grand Coulee and Bonneville Dams. The Grand Coulee Dam, probably one of the largest chunks of concrete in the world, would eventually become the largest non-nuclear power producer in the United States. It is a concrete gravity dam, a mass of concrete so great that its weight alone stops the force of the river. Roosevelt had the design changed to make it taller, some 550 feet high, and in addition to the electricity it produced, the dam would be used to pump Columbia water to farmlands for irrigation. The Bonneville, also on the Columbia, is for flood control and improved navigation on the river in addition to generating a massive amount of electricity.

The only groups to express negative opinions about the dam projects were commercial fishermen, fishing commissions, and Native Americans. The degree of popular enthusiasm for these projects during the Depression is perplexing considering that they were huge government expenditures to help foster and build already-wealthy private industry. But this was about creating jobs, and Roosevelt enhanced the popularity of the projects by fighting to keep this energy as a public utility that was not to fall into private hands. Even Woody Guthrie, the folk-singing bard of the Great Depression’s everyman, sang in praise of the dams:

 

Uncle Sam took up the challenge

In the year of thirty-three

For the farmer and the factory

And for all of you and me

 

By 1975, a total of fourteen dams were blocking the main Columbia River; there were thirteen on the Snake, fifty-eight for electric energy generation on Columbia tributaries, and another seventy-eight for combined energy and other functions in the greater Columbia Basin. Most of these are blocking salmon runs. There is even one named the Chief Joseph, an odd tribute to a man who fought for the right to his salmon fishery. After the Grand Coulee Dam in 1941 and the Chief Joseph in 1950, the main river above the dam was almost totally blocked for salmon. In all, the Columbia Basin, including tributaries, is blocked by 211 dams. Additionally, smaller dams were also built – 905 in Oregon, 842 in Washington, 674 in California, and 523 in Idaho. Many, such as the Grand Coulee, were built without a fish passage. This ended spawning in a once extremely fertile 1,400-mile stretch of the upper Columbia.

Dams had made the region suitable for high-energy-consuming industries such as aluminium and aircraft. Dams and port facilities on the Snake River made it possible for Idaho to ship goods and, with the help of irrigation, become a major grain producer. Irrigation also allowed Idaho, once known only for timber and potatoes, to become one of the top dairy states in the country. The Northwest had a large and successful, albeit completely unnatural, economy. But, with everyone having jobs and making money, who would complain?

Only Native Americans were prepared to stand up for the salmon. When Roosevelt’s dams began, the fish population of the Columbia was already in worrisome decline from habitat destruction, overfishing, and poor fishery management. But after a half-century of damming, the stocks were estimated to be only a fourth of what had been the historic Columbia salmon population. The Columbia’s Grand Coulee and Snake River’s Hells Canyon Dam, situated in the steep canyon that forms the Oregon–Idaho border, blocked off one-third of all the salmon habitat in the Columbia Basin.

Dams have done more in the Pacific Northwest than destroy salmon runs. They have created deep pools where once existed rapids and waterfalls, flooded fields, turned forests into farms, turned the wild and twisted waterways that Lewis and Clark navigated into broad, straight waterways with commercial barge traffic. To the Native Americans, dams changed their home beyond recognition. The most famous example of this was Celilo Falls.

Some 1,000 miles from its beginnings, the Columbia River was forced through a narrow chute. It rushed and foamed violently. In 1805 William Clark said the water “agitated in a most shocking manner.” There were small, rocky islands, dark basalt protrusions, foaming white waterfalls. The Wasco band of Chinookan controlled the Oregon side and the Wyams controlled the Washington side. Celilo is a Wyam name meaning “the sound of falling water.”

Beyond Celilo Falls was a twelve-mile stretch of rapids called the Dalles, a French name. The Dalles had been an area for trading for at least the past 10,000 years. Groups from the Rockies and the Great Plains with mountain products would go to the Dalles and trade for dried salmon. Lewis and Clark had noticed storehouses in the area with more than 10,000 pounds of cured salmon in them. Jade axes, bear robes, mountain sheep horns, and baskets were traded. Klamath people had slaves to trade. Some traded for the right to fish a spot on Celilo Falls.

To European Americans, Celilo Falls was an impediment to moving goods on the Columbia, but to Native Americans it was one of the best salmon spots in the Pacific Northwest. The salmon would leap ten and twelve feet into the air. A few would make it and the rest would wash back into the whitewater pool to try again. A fisherman stood on a platform built out from the rock, sometimes secured by a rope on this slippery and precarious perch, and either jabbed with a spear or wielded a net on a thirty-foot pole, which he swept downstream while the salmon swam upstream. In this manner, according to historic reports, a single fisherman could net twenty salmon in an hour.

When treaties between Native American groups and the US government guaranteed fishing rights to “usual places,” this was one of them. But no one has fished there since 1956, when Tommy Thompson, the chief of the Wyams – said to be more than 100 years old – held the final first salmon ceremony at Celilo Falls. Tears streamed down his cheeks. In 1952 the US Army Corps of Engineers began work on the Dalles Dam, a 200-foot-high concrete gravity dam. On 10 March 1957, a few hundred spectators watched the water fill in and cover Celilo Falls – islands and rocks and falls vanishing one by one while native people wept. Soon a large, quiet pool of water called Celilo Lake was all that could be seen.

Locks were built for commercial barges, and the Dalles became an international port. Two years later, when Vice-President Richard Nixon came for the ceremony of turning on the electrical generators, Oregon senator Richard Neuberger bizarrely announced, “Our Indian friends deserve from us a profound and heartfelt salute of appreciation.” And what was the Indian contribution, according to Senator Neuberger? “They contributed to its erection a great donation – surrender of the only way of life which some of them knew.”

 

In the twenty-first century, dams have been embraced with the argument that they provide clean energy. When states list their ‘renewable energy output,’ they include the production from hydroelectric dams – it is not carbon and it is not nuclear. In the Northwest there was a campaign called “Green dams, blue skies,” which argued that dams produced the cleanest energy available. In a court hearing about forcing dams to allow greater water passage to help fish, attorneys argued that any energy they lost would have to be replaced by energy produced by burning fossil fuels. What is not mentioned is that the carbon energy industry (oil and mining companies) floats its barges on the waterways created by the dams.
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Celilo Falls, Oregon, 1900.

 

Recent studies have suggested that hydroelectric energy is not as clean as previously thought because the reservoirs the dams create give off methane gas that contributes to climate change. But this does not appear to be nearly as damaging as the carbon given off by coal- and oil-fired plants and it is not certain how much methane these rivers might have produced without dams.

In the mid-twentieth century, opponents of dams suggested that they could soon all be replaced with nuclear plants. Today those who oppose dams are rarely this sanguine about nuclear energy. But there are numerous alternative renewable energies from which to choose.

A proposed offshore wind farm in Scotland has led to research indicating that this too may be harmful to salmon. Recent research has suggested that unusual sound waves interfere with a salmon’s hunting skills and other functions. Searching for environmentally friendly alternative energy often neglects the environmentally friendly alternative of consuming less energy, which could lead to completely rethinking economic development.
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The Release

There are some achievements, which are never done in the presence of those who hear of them. Catching salmon is one, and working all night is another.

Anthony Trollope

 

There is a natural antipathy between recreational fishermen and commercial ones. This is particularly true if the recreational fishermen are fly fishermen. Historically, fly fishermen have tended to be from the upper class. While working-class commercial fishermen struggle to catch as many fish as they can, fly-fishing is, by design, an attempt to make it as difficult as possible to land a fish. This is clearly a rich man’s game: the fly fisherman doesn’t need the fish. An artificial fly is the least likely way to attract a fish, and once it is hooked, the fly fisherman tries to use tackle that is light enough that a strong and wily fish can break the line and escape.

Increasingly, sport fishermen are being convinced to not even keep the fish they catch, a practice popularly known as ‘catch-and-release.’ Why not? The point is not to acquire a fish to eat but just to test your skills in catching one.

There are numerous reactions to the catch-and-release ethic. Governments see it as a way to earn money from licensing and the tourism taxes of lodges, guides, and other accommodations for affluent fishermen. Fishery managers and many conservationists and environmentalists recognize that this method of fishing won’t deplete stocks. Animal rights activists denounce catch-and-release as needless cruelty to fish. There is a long history of debate over how much pain is caused by fishhooks. Biologists point out that the area around fishes’ mouths is particularly well-wired in nerve receptors. Even if the fish do not endure a great deal of pain, they surely endure tremendous stress, though not more than if they were killed rather than released. Still the question keeps arising: How would you like it? Lord Byron, in his poem “Don Juan,” ridicules Izaak Walton, the great advocate of fishing:

 

And Angling too, that solitary vice,

Whatever Izaak Walton sings or says;

The quaint old cruel coxcomb in his gullet

Should have a hook and a small trout to pull it.

 

Some fishermen have been responding to this criticism by using barbless hooks. The barb is a second sharp point on the hook pointing in the reverse direction. It makes it more difficult for the fish to get off the hook. It also makes it more likely that the fish will be injured trying to escape or when the catch-and-release fisherman unhooks him. Barbless hooks greatly increase the likelihood that the fish will escape before landing. The fisherman must maintain perfect tension on the line. But making the odds more difficult is in keeping with the entire concept and tradition of fly-fishing. It is an example of how new ideas in fishing often turn to old technology. Fishermen were using barbless hooks for thousands of years before the Egyptians, around 1878 BCE, began using copper hooks with barbs.

Native Americans often find catch-and-release and even fly-fishing in general to be disrespectful. If you are not going to eat the fish, you should not catch it just for play. And if you do need to catch a fish, use the quickest, most effective method. Do not toy with a fish. On the other hand, being a fly-fishing guide is an excellent, well-paying profession that a young Native American raised with the knowledge of traditional fishing practices is well suited to master.

Danielle Stickman is of the Dena’ina people of Nondalton in the Bristol Bay area of Alaska. They are one of the few peoples left whose subsistence depends on salmon. They catch it in season and dry it for the rest of the year just as they, and many others, did long before Europeans came to North America. “My grandparents said that fish shouldn’t be sold,” Stickman explains. They taught her the idea that “It is greedy to take more than you need and disrespectful and the fish won’t come back.”

Stickman never really understood fly-fishing. “I was raised catching salmon with a net. Catch it for food. It doesn’t make sense to spend hours catching one salmon with a rod when you could catch a hundred with a net.”

She continues, “I don’t catch salmon unless I am going to eat it because it is disrespectful.” But she confesses that she has taken an interest in being a fly-fishing guide because it was one of the few good jobs in the area. “If being a guide keeps you out of poverty and out of working for the Pebble Mine, then I want that,” she says. Pebble Mine is the proposed Canadian gold mine that threatens the survival of the Bristol Bay salmon run. The Dena’ina and most of the other native groups in Alaska adamantly oppose the mine.

Stickman attended a school for fly-fishing guides and while she greatly enjoyed watching others fly-fish, in two weeks she had not caught a single salmon.

This happens sometimes with fly-fishing. But, Stickman says, “I got rid of the pole: we use a seine.”

 

Commercial fishermen have long suspected that the true hidden agenda of government fishing regulators was to shut them down and turn all the fish over to their wealthy friends, the sport fishermen. In many cases, such as New England groundfishermen – the commercial fishermen who catch bottom-feeders like cod, haddock, hake, flounder, and halibut – this paranoid scenario makes little sense. Recreational fishermen are not interested in fishing for groundfish. On the other hand, to fly fishermen, the connoisseurs of recreational fishing, the most desired target is a salmon.

Sportsmen today catch most Atlantic salmon. Canada, Iceland, Ireland, Scotland, England, Wales, and Norway now earn more money from fly-fishing than from commercial salmon fishing, and more salmon are landed with sportsmen’s rods than fishermen’s nets. These countries have concluded, just as commercial fishermen always feared, that they were better off leaving their salmon for sportsmen.

 

The fundamental idea of fly-fishing is that a hook can be decorated to resemble an insect and, if handled with great skill, can be made to act like an insect so that insectivorous fish will try to eat the hook. Where or how this began is not exactly known, but it is mentioned in several ancient writings. Some people claim that the first mention of fly-fishing was by Martial, the first-century Roman known for his short and witty poems. He was also known to be an enthusiastic angler. In one of his poems appear the lines:

 

Who has not seen the scarus rise,

Decoyed and killed by fraudulent flies.

 

In the second century ce, the Roman Claudius Aelianus, in his Various Histories, described clever Macedonian fishermen who place red wool “round a hook, and fit on to the wool two feathers which grow under a cock’s wattles, and which in colour are like wax. Their rod is six feet long, and their line is the same length. Then they throw their snare, and the fish, attracted and maddened by the colour, comes straight at it, thinking from the pretty sight to gain a dainty mouthful; when, however, it opens its jaws, it is caught by the hook, and enjoys a bitter repast, a captive.”

Fly-fishing continued, documented here and there around medieval Europe, most frequently in Germany. Though the sport would later be most associated with the English, there was little record of it there until 1486 when a book called A Treatyse of Fysshynge wyth an Angle was published. It had no author but a later edition was ascribed to Dame Juliana Berners, who, in an even later edition, was called Juliana Barnes.

At first glance it is intriguing that the ‘first book on fly-fishing’ was written by a woman. The story gets better: she was a nun, an aristocratic nun. John Bale, the sixteenth-century British church biographer, described her as “an illustrious female, eminently endowed with superior qualities, both mental and personal.” Bale praised her for her appreciation of field sports.

Unfortunately, detailed investigations by a number of historians have concluded that no such person ever existed. No one has found a hint of who the real author is or why someone decided to attribute the book to a mythical nun, and a titled one at that. Bale, who represented the church, was the first to promote this myth in 1559, sixty-three years after the treatise came out, and it has been suggested that this was possibly a reaction to Henry VIII’s abolition of monasteries and convents.

The significance of this book is that while numerous treatises on the sport of hunting existed, written in a style that this book intentionally copied, this was the first treatise on sport fishing.
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Juliana Berners

 

The Juliana Berners book encourages sport fishing by saying that “The game of angling is profitable to a man for it shall make him rich.” This has been disproven in history many times over, despite the fact that a rod-caught salmon for centuries sold for many times the price of a salmon caught in a commercial net. Nevertheless, the book, clearly intended for the upper class, discouraged fishing for profit. It instructs, “Fish not for material gain but solace and health of body and soul.” And it also gives this pivotal piece of advice: “Don’t take too many fish.”

The treatise pays particular homage to salmon, “the goodliest of fish that a man can angle for in fresh water,” and writes of using bait, particularly worms, to catch them. Such live bait, it would seem, would be of little interest to a fish that is not eating. But it is always hard to say what a salmon will bite. It is suggested that an artificial fly might work on a salmon if it were jumping. This is confusing salmon with trout. Jumping trout are feeding on insects but jumping salmon are not. The book even gives instructions for tying certain flies in certain months, the first modern flies ever documented. A number of these flies would still interest the modern fisherman, such as the stonefly – which it recommends for April, when most stoneflies appear on riverbanks from the Rockies to the Tyne:

 

The Stone Fly: the body of black wool and yellow under the wing and under the tail and the wings, of the drake. In the beginning of May, a good fly: the body of reddened wool and lapped about with black silk, the wings, of the drake and the red capon’s hackle.

 

Five books on angling were published in England between Berners and Izaak Walton’s 1653 publication of The Compleat Angler, which is often erroneously called the first book on fly-fishing. Walton gives considerable space to the salmon, with the important contribution that he understood that salmon returned to the river of their birth. He was among the first to grasp this. But his book had more to do with his ambition to be a literary figure than instruction on fishing. The style, like the Juliana Berners book, is what came to be known as ‘piscatory eclogue,’ a dialogue between fishermen. It is copied from an earlier work that was a dialogue between shepherds. Walton indulged in pleasant verse such as this:

 

As inward love breeds outward talk,

The Hound some praise and some the Hawk:

Some better pleased with private sport

Use Tenis; some a mistris court:

But their delights I neither wish

Nor envy while I freely fish.

Walton was friendly with the poet John Donne and aspired to be a literary figure like him. Of his five books, the most celebrated in his lifetime was his biography of Donne. His other works were biographies as well. Angling was his literary work. Walton’s book is seasoned with poems and stories and leaves the reader wondering if he fished at all, though historians assure us that, at least later in life, he did. The section on fly-fishing was written by his friend Thomas Barker and further advice on dressing artificial flies is given in later editions, written by another friend, Charles Cotton. Though the book has remained a classic, fly fishermen have never found it particularly instructive. Writer Dean Sage in his 1888 book on fly-fishing the Ristigouche in New Brunswick writes:

 

To be sure, everyone has heard of Walton and Cotton, and in a general way considers the Complete Angler a good and desirable book, of which every gentleman should have a well-bound copy of some good edition in his library – not particularly to read, but just to own as one would Chaucer, Sir Thomas More, or Hume.

 

Thomas Barker’s 1657 The Art of Angling contains more fly-fishing instructions. Apparently fly-fishing was catching on in Britain because at this time a number of books on the subject came out. One was Robert Venables’1662 The Experienced Angler or Angling Improved, about the demanding craft of casting artificial flies. In Northern Memoir, Richard Franck, who fought in Oliver Cromwell’s army, wrote of his 1655 fishing trip through Scotland. It was the first book specifically about salmon fishing, and it was not published until 1694 – thirty-nine years after the trip that inspired it and forty-one years after the Walton book that inspired the entire genre.

Walton’s book strikes us now as odd and a bit silly and is seldom loved by today’s fly fishermen, but for two centuries it was a clear influence on the tradition of writing about fly-fishing. Eighteenth-century poet and playwright John Gay describes fly-fishing in one of his earliest works, “Rural Sports,” in 1713:

 

When if an insect falls (his certain guide)

He gently takes him from one whirling tide;

Examines well his form with anxious eyes,

His gaudy colours, wings, horns, and size.

Then round his hook a proper fur he winds,

And in the back a speckled feather binds

So just the properties in ev’ry part,

That even nature’s hand revive in art.

 

The myth of Juliana Berners lived on. John Hawkins, a London lawyer and friend of Samuel Johnson, reissued an edited version of Walton that was the standard version until the twentieth century. In it, praise is again heaped on the imaginary Dame Juliana Berners: “Princess of the nunnery of Sopwell, near St. Albans, a lady of noble family, and celebrated for her learning and accomplishments . . .” Hawkins even cites Bale as one of his sources.

Humphry Davy was so enthusiastic a salmon fly fishermen that in 1828 he could not resist laying aside his brilliant scientific pursuits to write Salmonia, his treatise on fly-fishing for salmon. He wrote it in the same piscatory eclogue style as Berners and Walton. This may have given it validity at the time, but the book, with far deeper and better insights than its predecessors, might have been taken more seriously in modern times had it been written in a straight narrative style. A true fly fisherman, Davy took a swipe at bait fishermen. He also questioned if Walton was cruel in his description of gently passing a hook through a frog for bait.

Fly fishermen frequently exhibit contempt for bait fishermen for taking a less challenging path. Davy pointed out that a fly fisherman needed to acquire a deep knowledge of fish, insects, weather, and nature in general. He wrote that the fisher for salmon or trout with artificial flies is “man in his higher or intellectual state.”

Salmon fishing is notably different from fly-fishing for trout. It is often said that a good trout fisherman will not do well with salmon. When fly-fishing for trout, the fisherman must observe what type of aquatic insects are hatching on the river – in other words what the trout is eating – then use a fly that resembles the insect. But the fisherman must take into account that fish will view the fly from below the water with the sky for background. The colour of the water – even the quality of the light in the sky – are factors the trout fisherman must consider.
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Sir Humphry Davy, in 1815, demonstrates the most popular of his many inventions, the miner’s lamp.

 

Since the mature returning salmon doesn’t eat, why do salmon bite at artificial flies when they do not have any interest in real ones? No one has satisfactorily answered this question. For that matter, trout leap out of the river to grab an insect to eat. Why do salmon leap? Many scientists have opened many salmon stomachs and they always find them to be empty.

It is generally thought that salmon leap because they are salmon and they can’t help but do it. Some think they are keeping in shape for when they need to leap a waterfall or other obstruction. At all stages of their life both Atlantic and Pacific salmon leap. In hatcheries where pellets are floated and no food is flying by, the tiny fry in the tank are constantly leaping.

Some people think that salmon take flies for the same reason: it is just a habit they can’t break. Glenda Powell, the recognized master guide of the wide and gurgling River Blackwater in County Cork, Ireland – a warm and amply round woman with a friendly, broad face and a habit of saying hello with a big bear hug – has this theory: “It’s like putting me on a diet and telling me not to eat chocolate. I see a piece of chocolate and pop it in my mouth and say, ‘Oh, I wasn’t supposed to do that.’ ”

Salmon will occasionally pop other things in their mouth too. They might grab an insect or eat a leaf. The Bomber is a famous salmon fly designed to look like a floating cigar, because salmon have been seen swallowing them as well. This fly is made with bunched-up hairs from squirrel tails and deer. There are probably fewer cigar butts turning up in rivers these days, but that doesn’t mean that one wouldn’t interest a salmon.

While a fisherman tries to trick a trout into thinking it sees food, the goal with salmon is just to get their attention and possibly to irritate them. There are many theories but no immutable rules. It is commonly said that salmon will chase large flies in cold water and small ones in warmer water. But some salmon do the reverse. Many fishermen fish for larger salmon with larger flies, but it is generally agreed that a large salmon does not always prefer a large fly.

It is thought that bright colours are attractive in clear water and darker colours in darker water. This often means yellow and green in clear water and browns, claret, or magenta in cloudy water. But there are some people who say that colours don’t matter at all. Some think size is the deciding factor. Some believe that if a salmon feels like taking a fly, almost any fly will be taken.

Flies of past centuries were very different from flies today, and they have all worked. It is certain that it is the fishermen, and not the salmon, who keep changing their choices.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the British Empire could supply a wide variety of feathers and furs from exotic animals all over the world. Salmon flies, nothing like trout flies, were often huge and extravagant, rich in colours, requiring many different items, and complex in design, frequently tied to larger hooks. They were so spectacular that many ended up mounted on the wall, displaying the triumph of the empire.

One of the most famous Irish salmon flies was the Ballyshannon, which dates back to at least 1820. Among the materials:

 

Oval silver and blue floss silk

Golden pheasant crest

Indian crow

Black ostrich hair

Hot orange floss silk

Magenta cock

Turquoise blue cock

Dark, whitish-grey tipped, turkey tail

Bustard

Golden pheasant tail

Red, yellow, and blue swan

Bronze mallard

Jungle cock

 

Obviously, tying these scraps into parts known as body, tail, butt, hackle, throat, underwing, wing, sides, cheeks, topping, and horns requires considerable skill. It seems to have been decided that since it is impossible to say with any certainty what a salmon wants, fly tyers should test their creative imagination and dexterity to tie beautiful works of art. A good tyer makes some old standbys, but with individual flair, and creates a few new ones too. Megan Boyd, the most celebrated twentieth-century Scottish fly tyer, lived all of her life in a rough-hewn cottage in the Scottish Highlands and tied extremely handsome middle-sized salmon flies. She never fished and was asked why, since she had no use for flies, did she want to tie them. Her answer was that she found them to be “beautiful.” She died in 2001 at the age of 86, and her flies are prized possessions, now valued at more than £230 each – so no one fishes with them any more.

Since trout and salmon take flies for different reasons, they take them differently. An artificial fly is always a disappointing mouthful, and the tendency is to want to spit it out. But a trout is hunting for food and when that fish strikes, it is like an explosion. The alert fisherman quickly gives the rod a hard upward jerk ‘to set the hook,’ and make sure it is firmly in the trout’s mouth.

But a salmon of either genus is not attacking prey. The fly is taken so softly that sometimes the fisherman does not at first realize what has happened. A fisherman who is accustomed to trout may quickly give a hard jerk. This will lose the salmon: the fly will be yanked out of the salmon’s mouth. Instead, the fisherman must wait a brief moment. In Britain, they say to wait the length of time it takes to quickly say, “God save the Queen.” Then, without jerking, the fisherman should give a strong tug, hopefully in the opposite direction of the fish. At this point the feeling is like trying to hold a wild animal on a string. If the salmon does not have enough line to run, it will rip the hook out of its mouth. The fisherman has to tire the salmon out, gaining a foot each time the fish tries to rest. The fish leaps in the air and charges in one direction, then turns in another as though testing the alertness of the fisherman.

 

Until the twentieth century, fly-fishing tackle was heavy and awkward. The rods were wooden, without the flexibility and play of modern rods. To increase the action, rods were quite long, which also made them heavier. The Juliana Berners Treatyse suggests a base of hazel, ash, or willow, with an inserted second piece of smaller hazel. The final part of the top section recommended was “a fair shoot of blackthorn, crabtree, medlar, or juniper.” Later sometimes it was a substantial wood called greenheart, a strong but heavy tropical hardwood. The sections would have brass fittings – still more weight. Lines were braided horsehair, which would catch the breeze and make casting into the wind impossible. Reels, though they appear in fifth-century Chinese illustrations, were not used in Europe until the eighteenth century.

Instead of horsehair, nineteenth-century line was made of braided silk. The braiding was so fine that the line could be tapered, which fly-fishing line must be for an effective cast and a good drift down the river. The leader was made of gut. In fact, a leader used to be called a gut.

This heavy rig needed two hands for casting, and the two-handed rod is still the standard salmon rod in Europe today. Waders were invented in 1838 by the American company Hodgman, though not widely used until the rubber was made lighter and more flexible in the twentieth century. Therefore, casting was done from the riverbank.

In Britain fly-fishing remained an upper-class sport, although the Industrial Revolution created a new class of wealthy entrepreneurs who were not necessarily high-born, and these people – bankers and industrialists – took up the sport as well.

The fashion of salmon fishing in Scotland was greatly spurred by the royal family. George V, whose reign began in 1910, was an avid fly fisherman and favoured the River Dee. Fly-fishing in Scotland became a royal tradition. Prince Charles was a great believer in Megan Boyd flies and visited her regularly in her cottage to discuss and purchase them.

 

There are streets of Highland towns lined with severe, dark stone houses. They have a cold and forbidding look and it is hard to imagine any kind of rollicking fun in these neighbourhoods – though it would be a mistake to underestimate a culture that invented whisky.

Scotland has a history of rebellion and warfare, but is a society, at least from the perspective of fly-fishing, almost completely locked down by the aristocracy. If fly-fishing has a reputation as a sport of the privileged, this is where it comes from. The rights to fish on the rivers are a tradable property. Unlike in England, this has nothing to do with owning land on the banks. Though many of the proprietors of the rivers do own land in Scotland, owning property on a riverbank does not give the owner the right to fish the river. River fishing rights can be bought and sold. The Tweed, which runs through both Scotland and England, plays by Scottish rules. The owners, the proprietors, control the river and hire people to maintain and manage it and make all decisions.

A river can have a dozen proprietors or it can have just one, like the Dunbeath. Tertius Murray Threipland, a wealthy British businessman, known in the local pubs as an open, friendly person, bought Dunbeath Castle from an American at a bargain price because it was in poor condition. Rights to the River Dunbeath were thrown in because a biologist had pronounced the river “dead” – meaning that the fishing rights were worthless. With the help of a hatchery, Murray Threipland brought the river back; it is not a major salmon river, but yields some fish every year. He is very proud of the fact that he doesn’t reserve his river for his rich friends but opens it to local fishing. “It’s a nice thing to do, isn’t it,” he says. There are three classes of river and the Dunbeath is class three, where the proprietors are free to make the rules. He allows the first salmon to be kept but the others must be thrown back.

Some rivers allow all salmon to be kept. Some require all salmon to be released. If you do not fish on the right rivers, you are unlikely to eat a wild salmon ever again and even if you do, you won’t be eating one very often.

 

One of the first countries to realize that providing fly-fishing to the wealthy could be an income source rivalling the commercial fishery was Norway. Norway was a land with little agriculture, and before industry, fishing was the mainstay of the economy. Even in the Middle Ages, taxes on the salmon fishery were a leading source of government revenue. By the 1820s bag-netting salmon had become a major industry, and commercial salmon harvesting remained central to the Norwegian economy throughout the nineteenth century. The nation lived on cod and salmon, but the salmon was diminishing.

A British aristocrat, Sir Hyde Parker, after fishing in Sweden, began fishing the Alta in Norway in 1828. Word spread in Britain of his incredible catches, and more and more wealthy British fly-fishing enthusiasts began leasing stretches of Norwegian rivers. In the 1830s affluent British fly-fishing enthusiasts started going to Norway to rivers like the Alta, the Tana, and the Namsen.

These are wide and long rivers that prove the old maxim “Big rivers have big fish.” It was not unusual in these rivers to land salmon that weighed more than fifty pounds, some of the largest Atlantic salmon in the world. Originally there was no catch-and-release, and these foreign anglers hardly embodied conservation. In 1837 William Belton, fishing the same Namsen where Parker had fished before him, landed 1,172 pounds of salmon in thirty days.

The visiting anglers, known as ‘the Lords,’ came to Norway on their own yachts. They brought their own harnesses, and sometimes their own coachmen, for the carriages they would buy. They rarely spoke any Norwegian and the guides they hired did not speak English, but somehow they communicated.

The farmers along these rivers began to understand that their fish offered better profits from leasing to foreign fly fishermen than from fishing their rivers commercially. These affluent anglers would not only pay handsomely for guides and rights to the river, but they would have homes built, many-room mansions, so that the fishing party would be comfortable for the spring or summer weeks they were there. The rooms were furnished in the dark and plush Victorian style, and the walls were decorated with sketches of prized catches. The rest of the year, the locals were free to use the mansion. Some of these mansions were inherited by Norwegians and are still in use, displaying old photos of fishing and even some of the old tackle. Others have been abandoned and are collapsing.

The British anglers usually fished from banks unless the river, like the Namsen, was too wide. Then they would fish from boats. This made it possible for women, at that time required to wear floor-length dresses, also to fish. In 1863 Percival Hambro and Augustus Stewart fished the Stjørdal with their wives, possibly the first women to fish a Norwegian river. The well-dressed women stood on the birch- and elder-covered slopes of the banks, casting into glassy pools by the rapids and falls of the rushing river, catching trophy salmon. Increasingly women fished with the men.

The British used a style of fishing on the wide and curving Namsen called harling, a technique that no purist would consider fly-fishing. Some Norwegians say it
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