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PREFACE

THANKS TO ITS RUGGED TOPOGRAPHY, THE WEST IS LACED WITH STUNningly beautiful and dramatic western rivers. Too many, really. There are too many rivers because you cannot absorb them all in a dozen lifetimes. And when you have only one lifetime, well, you do your best.

As a fly fisherman, boater, whitewater rafter, hiker, wader, and swimmer, I have been immersed in rivers from my first days on the banks of the Columbia River, the River of the West, including many of its tributaries such as the Deschutes, Klickitat, John Day, Clark Fork, Yakima, Snake, Grande Ronde, Kalama, and Willamette. In turn, those rivers have a web of their own tributaries: the Clackamas, McKenzie, Blackfoot, Wallowa, Rock Creek, and Murderer’s Creek. Beyond the Columbia basin are other western watersheds: the Klamath, Sacramento, Rogue, Umpqua, Humboldt Sink, Colorado, Missouri, and Rio Grande. And then there are many coastal rivers, from the Queets on the Olympic Peninsula to Oregon’s Nestucca and the Russian just north of San Francisco.

Yes, there are way too many rivers for anyone who is even halfway awestruck by the beauty and joy of our western rivers. I have traveled through all the western states, big sprawling states with big sprawling rivers filled with many fishes, from sculpin to salmon to sturgeon and especially the lovely, silvery, sleek trout: golden trout, brown trout, rainbow trout, west slope cutthroat trout, brook trout, Apache trout, redband trout, bull trout, sea-run cutthroat, Dolly Varden trout, and steelhead trout.

I have lived more than three score years now, and I have been fortunate to know many western rivers, some well and others not so well. And there are many other western rivers that I have not visited but hopefully will in the years ahead. I have known some of those rivers from the headwaters to the sea and others only intermittently. I have camped next to many of those rivers, fished in their cool waters, hiked up into their glacial headwaters, waded back and forth across mountain streams, and floated down desert rivers. I have been able to share those experiences with my family and friends, and I have been awed time and again by those living waters that flow by effortlessly and timelessly, year in and year out. When you spend time on a river or a particular landscape, you become intertwined with the land and waters. Today we too often separate natural history from human history, but when you spend time in a particular “place,” then landscape and memory marry. Such landscapes become part of you: You may leave such a place but you never lose it.

All the rivers detailed in these pages are ones that I have been to and fished their waters, most of them over many decades and a few for only a few days. Also, I have read and studied about those rivers in front of my fireplace and in my lawn chair on the deck. And while I am no fly-fishing expert or fishing guide, I have learned a bit about these rivers and their fisheries over the years, so the chapters ahead in this book should provide some helpful information for you anglers who are ready to wade into some of these rivers and catch some fish.

Rivers and I are close friends because we share our sense of time, the slope of time, although our notion of time is ethereal and a river’s notion of time is physical. Or as Henry Thoreau best said in his book Walden: “Time is but the stream I go a-fishing in. I drink at it: but while I drink I see the sandy bottom and detect how shallow it is. Its thin current slides away, but eternity remains.” The rivers will flow on and we will not, though in a small way we sometimes can. I reflect on the camps where I have slept, the warming fires crackling against the black night, the people shadowed by the lantern’s light, the rivers I have known, my drift boat anchored against swift current, the fish caught— and the ones that got away! And when those experiences find their way into my mind, my fingertips clatter across the keyboard putting words down onto the screen. Afterwards, there is something new on my table, a new life, compounding one experience upon another, rich, multi-leveled, watershed upon watershed. And that is what this book is: a river of memory about some of the fascinating western rivers that I have been fortunately able to experience.

The first section of this book is about a half-a-dozen Columbia River tributaries. The Columbia basin is an immense area, including major portions of four western states, smaller portions of three other states, and much of southeastern British Columbia. The first chapter is about steelheading on the John Day River, its wild and lonely watershed in northeast Oregon. Then come two chapters about trout fishing: one on the Deschutes River itself and another on one of its headwater lakes. Continuing on is the Sandy River, an urban river flowing from the south into the Columbia; and then the next chapter is about another steelhead river, the Klickitat River, its headwaters flowing down from the flanks of Mount Adams. Farther west is a chapter about fishing for Chinook salmon below the falls of the Willamette. And the next chapter is about the Columbia River itself.

The second section of the book is about some of the coastal rivers from the Olympic Peninsula to San Francisco Bay. Those two chapters are about rainforest rivers and their robust winter-run steelhead. The third section of the book is about some northern California rivers: one chapter is about the bedeviling Klamath River watershed with its torturous geography and politics—and its large rainbow trout. The next chapter is about the Upper Sacramento River and the headwaters of the dominating and majestic Mount Shasta.

The final section of the book is about the Rockies, an area I have visited less often but nonetheless where I have had some fine fishing on those Big Sky trout rivers. One chapter is about some Colorado rivers, the rooftop of many headwaters, some flowing into the Gulf of Mexico and others into the Gulf of California. And finally, there is a chapter about some Idaho and Montana trout rivers that flow down from the Continental Divide, too.

Some might say that I have omitted too many rivers in this list of western rivers. That may be true, but as the thirteenth-century Persian poet Rumi wrote, “When you are everywhere, you are nowhere; when you are somewhere, you are everywhere.”


SECTION I

COLUMBIA TRIBUTARIES


CHAPTER ONE

Oregon Trail Steelhead

THE JOHN DAY RIVER, A TRIBUTARY OF THE COLUMBIA, IS ONE OF THE oldest river basins in the Pacific Northwest. Much of the area was inundated by an ancient sea dotted with oceanic islands that stretched to the Idaho border, basement rocks as old as 250 million years. Over time the sea receded and the continent moved westward creating the shoreline of the Pacific Ocean that we know today. Eventually, a river cut through that new landscape and we call it the John Day. At 284 miles in length, the John Day is one of the longest undammed rivers in the country, unlike the Columbia itself, which is studded with dams.

The John Day’s headwaters tumble down through a welter of central and eastern Oregon mountain ranges—the Elkhorn Mountains, Blue Mountains, Strawberry Mountains, Ochoco Mountains—tracked with wolves, antelope, elk, cougar, deer, wild horses, and mountain sheep. Dozens of creeks and streams run through alpine meadows, lodgepole pine, yellow-bellied ponderosa pine, aromatic juniper, mountain-mahogany, and sagebrush. There are two Rock Creeks in the John Day watershed; other tributaries include Bridge Creek, Pine Creek, Murderer’s Creek, Fox Creek, Desolation Creek, Indian Creek, Camp Creek, Dixie Creek, Skookum Creek, Sorefoot Creek, and Lonesome Creek. These and other waters flow into the three branches of the John Day and eventually empty into the Columbia. Large in size but sparsely settled, the John Day’s watershed encompasses an area almost the size of New Jersey. That state has a population of nine million. By contrast, fewer than fifteen thousand people live in the John Day basin.

The free-flowing John Day has been a highway to the spawning grounds for anadromous fish such as salmon and steelhead. (Anadromous fish are born in freshwater, spend most of their lives in the sea, and return to freshwater to spawn.) This lack of dams on the river is beneficial for the fish, but on the other hand, the river nearly dries up every fall due to irrigation withdrawals where cattle ranchers grow hay and alfalfa in the valley’s bottomland. Sometimes the river runs wild in the spring with snowmelt, latte colored, roiling, fast and deep, spilling over its banks, lacing through the streamside willows. A few months later—after the snowmelt is gone, the irrigated fields green, and the cattle well fed—the river becomes a scrawny little creek trickling through the middle of the riverbed, its rocks bleached by the sun, the river too shallow to float even a kayak.

For their part the salmon and steelhead have learned to wait at the confluence of the John Day and Columbia, biding their time while the rains begin in November and the water level begins to rise so the fish can begin their migration upriver through the canyon toward the distant mountains. After a few more months of swimming upriver, the fish veer off into the tributaries, spawn, and begin the cycle all over again. The fish have adapted to those conditions over the years because they are native, wild fish. No hatchery salmon or steelhead are planted in the John Day or its tributaries, unlike many other Northwest rivers where many of the fish are hatchery reared.

I have been fortunate to have been able to spend time in the John Day country in all seasons. In the summer we camp and fish for small-mouth bass with little Muddler flies in the riffles. In the fall I chase after steelhead as they migrate from the Pacific Ocean up the Columbia and into the John Day. In winter I hunt for chukar partridge, hiking in the rimrock canyon, a lonely, steep terrain where no one but hunters and cowboys ever tread. By spring I leave the steelhead alone as they enter the tributaries and seek out their natal waters to spawn.

Not too long ago in the month of November, I spent a few days on the John Day just upriver from its confluence with the Columbia. The irrigation season was over, the rains had begun, and the river level was getting high enough so steelhead were starting to move their way upstream. Still the JD, as some call it, was low enough so my friend Dick and I were able to wade across it at a ford to reach a favorite run. The ford was the same place where the Oregon Trail crossed the river on its way west. If you look hard enough, you can see the wagon ruts on the hillside to the east of the river, the remnants of thousands of pioneers in the 1840s and 1850s who had embarked in the spring from St. Louis. By late fall they were getting close to the promised land of the Willamette Valley, but they had to ford the John Day, and river crossings were always dangerous with men, women, children, horses, dogs, and oxen having to stumble along in the swift current. I find that crossing rivers is still difficult, although nowadays I have studded felt-soled wading boots and a sturdy wading staff.

The ford is just downstream at the mouth of Rock Creek, a tributary that veins its way into the uplands of rolling wheat fields, brown now in the fall but golden in summer when the wind-swept ripened wheat stalks brush across the rounded hills. The John Day’s riparian zone is nothing but a few runted trees and underbrush on either side of the blue-hued river, its current languid, punctuated with an occasional tremulous stretch of riffle water. Upward from the banks rises a hillside covered with little more than sagebrush and sometimes not even that, just pebble-strewn, rocky rust-red dirt. In the summer this unyielding arid country can register triple digits on the thermometer for days at a time. Winter is usually cold and, sometimes, the slower-moving sections of the river freeze over.

I thought that the month of November would be a fine time to fish there, and I was about twenty miles upriver of the confluence at the Columbia. The gold and flame-red leaves along the banks were falling like snow, landing on the moving water, drifting downstream until they collected along the foam line and into the back eddies. The mallards were active, wings beating rapidly as they flew upriver. Two drakes bee-lined right over my head, their iridescent metallic green heads reflecting the morning sunshine.

I was wading slowly downstream trying to cast across toward the far side of the river. I was seeking a summer-run steelhead. The seven-weight, eleven-foot switch rod and shooting head did its job. My task was to coordinate the line and rod into one graceful Spey cast. Many fly-fishing steelheaders use two-handed rods nowadays because they can cast a longer line, and also it is easier to cast when the angler is up against the brush and trees. Plus, Spey casting is less fatiguing because it involves the entire upper body and not just one arm. Most JD steelhead anglers use a shooting head line with an intermediate sink-tip and a short leader. The business end of the line can include any number of flies, though the repertoire does not have to be as varied as on a trout stream. My summer-run fly box is filled with a few large bright and dark flies and also a few smaller bright and dark flies. And I think it is helpful to tie a loop of some sort onto the eye of the hook so the fly swims more naturally, such as using a Duncan’s loop knot.

Out on the John Day that day, I tied on a number 6 black, silver-ribbed fly. My cast rocketed the fly out across the river, but every now and again the whole aerial assemblage collapsed into a spaghetti of line, leader, and fly. But on the whole the fly went where I intended it to go: It disappeared just below the surface and swung across the current until it tailed directly below me. Then I stripped in the running line, raised the rod, and cast out again.

This went on hour after hour after hour. To some, this repetition— step by step, cast by cast—is boring, but to others it is mesmerizing. Those with a spiritual bent might even call such fishing transcendental. Others might call it hard work. For me, I just kept wading downstream trying to land the fly close to a mid-river rock where I had a bump earlier in the day. The uplands were quiet but I could hear the chatter of the river as the water coursed over the rocky bed. I cast the fly out again. The sky-blue fly line—bright in this drab brown landscape— curled through the air and laid out onto the surface of the water, a surface that ostensibly was level from shore to shore, but in reality was slightly arched, like a paved road that is crowned at the centerline. And just beneath the river’s surface was the current, flowing steady as can be. Interestingly, a river’s current is the strongest just under the surface. The current slows down at the bottom due to the friction between the water and the bottom. Water cannot slip over a solid; it clings to a microscopically thin layer so the current slows down when it runs into the rocks at the bottom. That is why fish often like to rest near the bottom, taking it easy compared to the faster current on top.

The fly that I had cast out onto the water was drifting downstream, and at the same time my mind began drifting off, too, to a time before the days of the Oregon Trail, a time just before the War of 1812 when a Virginia-born fur trapper named John Day joined up with the Astor Expedition led by William Price Hunt for John Jacob Astor’s Pacific Fur Company. The purpose of the expedition was to establish an American fur-trading post at the mouth of the Columbia River: One group was to sail around Cape Horn and the second group was to go overland. Day was among those in the overland group.

The explorers had a difficult time getting through the knot of western mountains and canyons, and eventually, Day became ill on the banks of the Snake River in 1811. Day, about forty years old then, was one of the older men. A younger man named Ramsay Crooks stayed with Day while the rest of the party continued on. It was winter by then and the two men were fortunate to be able to rest at a Shoshone village. Later the Indians moved their camp, and for a time the two men camped on the river alone even though food was scarce. By late winter the two men began hiking out of the Snake River canyon and over the snowy Blue Mountains. Cold, hungry, and lost much of the time, they apparently wandered around the headwaters of the north fork of what would later be called the John Day River. Eventually, they found the Umatilla River watershed just to the north and followed it to the Columbia where they found another friendly Indian village.

After resting, the two men began hiking westward down the south bank of the Columbia. A few days later near the mouth of the John Day River, the two men were accosted by a group of hostile Indians. The Indians stripped the men of their provisions, including their clothes. Naked and without equipment they walked back upstream to the village hoping for help. However, about the same time they looked out on the Columbia and saw a party from the Astorian group in their canoes. At last the two men were rescued and they traveled together down to the newly established fort at Astoria.

A few months later some of the group, including Day, began paddling their way back upstream on the Columbia seeking furs. Day’s long, torturous ordeal of crossing the mountains appeared to have altered his once cheerful personality. According to several sources, Day’s behavior became increasingly strange and restless as the flotilla of canoes paddled upriver. Day apparently tried to commit suicide but was unsuccessful. The party decided to send Day back to Astoria with some friendly Indians. Day remained on the coast for a while, but eventually traveled back to the Snake River country, where he died in 1819 or 1820.

Day’s name was eventually placed on the map of the river that he had discovered. Plus, a river in Clatsop County, which enters the Columbia about fifteen miles from the Pacific Ocean, also is named for him. Today John Day is the name of the largest city in that region. There is also another nearby town, Dayville, named in his honor. And one of the large Columbia River hydroelectric dams on the Oregon-Washington border bears his name, too.

While Day discovered “his” river, he did not really examine it very closely, because at the time he was lost, naked, cold, and hungry. It was not until fifteen years later that another group of trappers more thoroughly explored the John Day basin, this time not from an American expedition, but from the British Hudson’s Bay Company. For most of the first half of the nineteenth century, the Pacific Northwest was jointly occupied by the two nations. The British were concerned that more and more Americans might be coming through the Oregon Country and would overwhelm the British settlements in the Northwest. By the 1820s the company implemented a policy to exterminate the fur bearers, primarily beaver, south and east of the Columbia River, so with the fur trade gone, the rival American fur companies would turn back.

Peter Skene Ogden and his expedition tried their best to execute the company’s policy, and they explored much of the inter-mountain West, including the John Day basin. However, in 1826 Ogden recorded that the Northern Paiutes already had trapped out most of the beavers in the John Day basin. In a few more decades, beavers were almost totally extirpated in the area. While the British were successful in wiping out the beaver, they were unsuccessful stemming the flow of Americans going westward. By the time the two nations resolved the ownership of the area in 1846, the boundary was established far north of the banks of the Columbia River.

Today the beavers are back, re-establishing in some tributaries along the John Day. In fact, government agencies are putting out the welcome mat for beavers because in many places beaver dams and ponds are beneficial to salmon and steelhead spawning and rearing. I have seen the evidence of such beaver activity—telltale pointed tree stumps—on the John Day and other rivers.

After all this remembering, my mind drifted back into focus once again and I waded downriver a step or two. I looked up the river and saw Dick casting rhythmically across and down the current, the water up to his knees, his stance intent. Across the river there were some spin-anglers and I noticed that one of them had a steelhead on the line. I was some thirty yards away and could get a decent view of their tackle and modus operandi. I surmised that they were using shrimp and bobbers, which are legal, even though all the wild fish are required to be released. Some twenty minutes later I saw another bait-angler catch and release another fish.

“So the steelhead are there,” I said to myself. It was only a question of whether or not the fish wanted to take a fly. The most effective way to catch fish is usually with bait, but fishing with a fly is more fun—at least to me.

As I coaxed the fly closer into the sweet spot, I tightened up. Even though I was fishing—and fishing is supposed to be relaxing—still I was tense. I had been relaxed earlier: the inviting blue-green color of the water, its white chop over the slick rocks, the darkness of its pools, the banks thick with willows and grasses, the bright sharp autumnal sky. But now I was tight as a drum, yearning, hoping that I would connect with something wild. The contemplative man, the Izaak Walton type of man, had vanished and in its place was the alert man, expectant, ready to pounce.

Then I saw the swirl out in front of me. I looked at my line to see if the swirl was related to where the line was, and before I could say yes, I noticed that the line began to tighten. It was not an instant strike as are some strikes. It was a slow take, maybe a hesitant fish, rubbing the fly along its jawline, wondering whether or not it should open its mouth and bite down on it.

Another second and there was no mistake about it: The fish was fast to my line and it was tugging, swirling on the surface, splashing all over the place. Next I saw its rose-red flank as it jumped out of the water, the drops in the air sparkling in the sunshine, the fish’s silver body brilliant against a backdrop of a crisp fall sky. I was there, totally aware, eyes wide open, mind laser-concentrated, no multitasking, all aboard, mind on the water. I was there, knee-deep in the river, right there, not over there, or back there, or there over on the other side, but there.

“Yes, Izaak, I’m in the moment, present tense, a hundred percent there.”

The contemplative fly fisherman, mellow and calm, had morphed into a thrill seeker, the adrenaline surging through my body, its cardiac output ballistic.

From the fish’s point of view, it was simply trying to get away from that damn sharp piece of metal and was pulling against something unknown and unseen. Maybe the fish had struck at the fly because it “thought” that it was a morsel of food, or maybe it was just ornery and slapped at that little feathery son-of-a-gun as it swung through the current, or maybe it was bored and wanted to chase something small and bright. Maybe, maybe. We will never know. There are a thousand suppositions about why a fish bites down on little more than a metal hook, a few feathers, and a dab of fur.

Had I been catching fish all day long and the day before that and the day before that, I would not have had the same sensation; but the hookup was exciting because many of us steelheaders often spend hours upon hours of casting—maybe days—before they get into a fish, so when you do get the Big Pull, you do not take it for granted.

Poof!

The line went slack and the bow in the rod was gone. There was no splashing at the end of the line, just the current flowing along, just as it did yesterday and as it would tomorrow. Whereas a moment before my mind and body were totally energized, now there was nothing: The air didn’t just leak out of the tire; it was a blowout. I reeled in some line thinking that maybe the fish had run upstream and thereby the line was slack because of that. Sometimes that happens, and it is always a relief after you have reeled in some line and realize that the fish is still on.

No luck this time. Wherever the fish was now—licking its wounds, maybe resting in the lee of a boulder—it was not connected to my line. The fish had apparently thrown the hook—maybe when it jumped. Or maybe the point of the hook just barely penetrated the fish’s bony jaw and fell out as the pull of the line tightened. Or maybe the fly was never solidly hooked. Or . . .

After I retrieved the fly, I examined it and did not see anything amiss. I scratched the point of the hook against my fingernail and found its telltale track across my nail, making me think that the hook was sharp.

Whatever it was, the fish was gone. I would have liked to have played the fish and landed it, of course, but at least I experienced the Big Tug once again. There is a tremendous difference between hooking a fish— even briefly—and not hooking a fish at all. You don’t always get what you want, but sometimes you get what you need.

One year later Dick and I returned to the exact same spot. The river level was much the same as it was the year before. On our first day of fishing, Dick landed a very nice fish. On the second day I tied on my Midnight Fire, a rubber-legged fly, onto the end of my ten-pound tippet. The day before I had not touched anything—not even a bump—and so by mid-morning I started to get into a funk, for I wanted something to happen . . . something . . .

“Yo!” I said to myself as the rod jerked violently.

The fish ran straight toward me putting slack line all over the water. I assumed that the fish was going to shake the hook out of its mouth, because the line was no longer taut. Then, with line all over the water, the fish suddenly turned and ran back upstream and out into midstream. The line held. I could not believe it. And then it jumped . . . way out of the water. It laid out horizontally above the river, its tail slapping the air. It was a foot or two above the surface. It flopped back into the water and then did the same thing again, apparently wanting to be in the air rather than in the water.

Dick was fishing just upstream of me and could see the fish jumping. “Five . . . six . . . ,” yelled Dick, who counted out the number of the fish’s jumps.

By number nine the fish finally started to tire. I reeled the line in and brought the fish close to the bank; the fish saw me and bolted. Finally, I was able to coax it into the shallows once again. Most John Day steelhead are relatively small, between three to five pounds. However, some steelhead in the John Day are not native to the John Day. The other steelhead in the river somehow ventured into the John Day and are called strays because they originated from other Columbia tributaries. My fish appeared to be a stray as it was much larger than a typical JD fish, probably about ten pounds. I assumed it was a Clearwater fish, for they are known for their size. Located in Idaho, the Clearwater River is a tributary of the Snake River, which, in turn, is the largest tributary of the Columbia.

I noticed that the adipose fin was intact, so it was a wild fish and I was going to release it. Better said than done, however. The fish must have struck hard when it attacked that dark fly—its rubber legs titillating, twitching in the current. I grasped the jaws of my pliers onto the bend of the hook and had to struggle to get it out: nothing but steel and bone. Finally, I backed the fly out at just the right angle and the fly slid out safely. I tailed the big fish in the water so it could rest: I could see its gill plates “breathing” back and forth in the oxygenated water. It was a splendid fish with a pink-blushed stripe on its flanks and a dark olive color on its top. In a few minutes the fish flexed its strong tail, pushed my fingers away, and swam out into the deeper water.

Satisfied?

Oh, yes . . . yes, indeed.

I walked back upstream to fish a little more, but before long I decided to wade back across the river and go back to the car because it was nearly noon and there was food in the cooler. Also, I was satiated for the moment and did not have the concentration required to get that fly back into the river properly. I hiked along the bank and looked up at the brown and tan hills. The draws were thick with sagebrush, tumbleweeds, and wild rose. Upwards the terrain got steeper, the vegetation sparse, just a few shafts of cheatgrass, like the thinning hair on a man’s bald head. And farther upslope there was no vegetation at all, just rock talus—broken, brown, basalt shards that clatter like broken glass when you step onto the precarious angular slope, or what the geologists call the angle of repose. I could not guess the degree of the angle on that particular talus slope, for it depends on the type of rock. Whatever the angle was, the rock was for the moment stationary, but it does not take much for such a rock pile to begin moving, for it always appears to be on the verge of sliding. There is a tension to such rocky slopes, a tension between friction and gravity, and sometimes you can hear the sound of gravity at work. More than once I have traversed a steep riverbank and suddenly heard the clatter of moving rock. It is always a bit unnerving when that happens, but such is gravity, that omnipresent force that attracts all things toward the center of the Earth.

Farther upriver the John Day begins to split into several forks that go up into the mountains: the North Fork, South Fork, and the main stem. All these branches have their own headwaters, tributary streams that rush down the river in the spring with the snowmelt. By late summer many of these streams will be dry. The longest branch of the John Day—and the largest one by volume, too—is the North Fork, and it snakes its way east of the fossil country up into the timberland, into the Greenhorn Mountains and Elkhorn Mountains with peaks as high as nine thousand feet. Some of the headwaters of the North Fork are in a federally designated wilderness area. These waters and those of the Middle Fork of the North Fork were first discovered by gold miners in the late nineteenth century, but that activity has long since ceased, and the once bustling mining camps are nothing but ghost towns: once a wilderness, then a hub of commerce, and then wilderness again, so goes the John Day headwaters.

The mountains there are thinly forested with ponderosa pine and lodgepole pine. The country is populated with deer, elk, cougars, wolves, coyotes, mountain goats, ruffed grouse, blue grouse, and waterfowl. The John Day headwaters include dozens of nursery streams for salmon and steelhead. Born in those cold waters, they rear for a year or so in the mountain streams and then they go out to the sea. There they feed in the ocean pasture and later return to their natal spawning grounds. Undammed and with clear cold water, the John Day has one of the larger populations of wild Chinook salmon and wild steelhead in the Columbia basin. In the upper reaches of the river and its tributaries, the Chinook and steelhead relentlessly push upriver to their spawning grounds, at times their bellies scraping against the bottom of the substrate as they search out the best spawning water. The steelhead, which are anadromous rainbow trout, sometimes are able to spawn and then return to the ocean and spawn a second time. The salmon do not return to the ocean. They have traveled some four hundred miles from the mouth of the Columbia to the headwaters of the John Day. By the time they are in their spawning waters, they are discolored, weak, white fungus on their fins and tails. They listlessly drift downstream, their carcasses beached in the shallows, bald eagles poking at their rotting flesh. A few weeks later the eggs will hatch and the tiny alevin will begin their journey all over again.

Away from the river’s spawning waters are steep hills that fold one upon another as they rise higher and higher toward the crest. There are few paved roads in this area. There are some dirt roads nearby for sure, but none at all within the boundary of the wilderness area. This terrain is stunningly beautiful with snowy-edged mountaintops and deeply cleaved canyons. Few people travel in that country as it is a long way from any major populated
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