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To our one true Home, this beautiful and bountiful blue planet 
that we call Earth. And to the Home of our creation, 
the ideal and reality of a healthy, thriving community of 
human and nonhuman living beings. We Travel Together.









In the moment, is it still possible to face the gathering darkness and say to the physical earth, and to all its creatures, including ourselves, fiercely and without embarrassment, I love you, and to embrace fearlessly the burning world?

—Barry Lopez
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Foreword

Old Norman Maclean was on to something important when he wrote, “In our family, there was no clear line between religion and fly fishing.” Maclean’s father, a Presbyterian minister and fly fisherman, told him and his brother that Christ’s disciples were fishermen, and the two boys “were left to assume . . . that all first-class fishermen on the Sea of Galilee were fly fishermen and that John, the favorite, was a dry-fly fisherman.” An oblique spirituality runs through Maclean’s famous book A River Runs Through It.

This is the same river of spirit that runs through the pages of Casting Homeward and the prior books in this series: Casting Forward: Fishing Tales from the Texas Hill Country, Casting Onward: Fishing Adventures in Search of America, and Casting Seaward: Fishing Adventures in Search of America’s Saltwater Gamefish. These books place Ramirez in the elite ranks of a group of writers who focused much of their work on angling, including Maclean, Dave Whitlock, Ted Williams, John Gierach, Nick Lyons, and Ernest Hemingway. These were authors who never wrote only about hooks and lines and the fish that got away, but also about the deeper currents of human experience within the spirit of nature. Like Maclean’s father, Ramirez is mostly a dry-fly fisher, though not against using a dropper and deep-running nymph, particularly when anglers within sight are catching and he’s still fishing.

As a man and a writer, Ramirez favors questions over answers, and as Bob Dylan wrote about a former girlfriend, “knows too much to argue or to judge.” He is, in fact, ambivalent about the subtleties of fishing. He is sympathetic to and respectful of the fish he catches and gently releases, but not against occasionally frying a trout streamside. Either way, he always gives thanks. Casting Homeward invites and guides the reader on an epic journey to some of America’s most evocative and fragile and legendary rivers. The Guadalupe, Ungalithaluk, Good News, Big Hole, Madison, and Snake Rivers—and many more—and then comes home to the Llano and the Devils River in his beloved Texas Hill Country. While doing so, he travels backward in time, retracing the westward trek of Euro-Americans and exploring the wisdom of Indigenous people whose ancestors were the first to fish in North America.

Along the way, he does describe the intricacies of fly fishing, but also the longing and pain that so many anglers cast upon the waters, sometimes successfully. In addition to being a poet and author, Ramirez is a former Marine and law enforcement officer. For years, he has suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder. At the outset of his travels for this book, he learned that he has heart disease. Years ago, another fine writer and fly fisher, Margot Page, shared this thought with me: “I almost hate to call it fishing. I’d rather call it water treatment. Yes, it’s about the line and these wild flashes of light you see in the stream, but it’s really the water that we go to and the water we’ve always gone to.” He would agree with Margot Page’s prescription for body and spirit. (Many of Ramirez’s friends on the water are women, a reminder that for years women have comprised the fastest-growing demographic in fishing.)

He writes, “Whenever I walk into a river, I do so with reverence. Nature is my sacred place. Nature is my home. I imagine God as an outdoor enthusiast—like me. If anything was made ‘in his image’ it must be rivers. They too have no real beginning or end. They live on the land in several seasonal forms, and in the sky as a mostly invisible member of the holy trilogy of water, vapor, and ice.”

Such reverence fuels not only a writer like Ramirez, but also many of the conservationists who fight to release dammed streams and protect the waters, and to deal with the even larger challenges of biodiversity collapse, climate change, and the kind of development that beheads mountains and grades forests. These efforts are not only about defending and replenishing the natural physical world, but about the spirit that runs through it. “Just because something is invisible doesn’t mean it’s not there. I can see how the air moves the clouds, trees, and grasses. I can feel how gravity holds me close to the earth—rooted without roots,” he writes. “Every heartbeat on the earth is my heartbeat as well.” You feel that heartbeat in his words, and you feel the arc of the line as it floats over the waters, and the dry fly above as it skitters on the waves, and the nymph when pulled down and away by those deeper currents.

As Ramirez finishes his most recent journey, he returns to the Hill Country, where he releases into a loved river the ashes of another author and angler. Ramirez writes movingly of home and away, always with empathy and gratitude and humility. “I am, after all, an imperfect but persistent Texan Buddha,” he writes, adding, “If you are reading this, it means that you have chosen to cast your line beside me.”

—Richard Louv, author of Our Wild Calling and Last Child in the Woods









Prologue

What happens when people open their hearts? They get better.

—Haruki Murakami

This is a story about the power of perspective, purpose, and choice. It is a journey through what is and into what could be if only we changed our perspective, refocused our purpose, and made new wiser choices—together. And this is a sojourn into a realm of discovery where we seek to live healthier, happier, more meaningful lives—that are as connected to Nature as Nature is connected to us. This is a story of enlightenment, empowerment, and empathy. All of this . . . in a fishing adventure.









Chapter One


First Cast—Guadalupe River, Texas Hill Country

Every step taken in mindfulness brings us one step closer to healing ourselves and the planet.

—Thich Nhat Hanh

When I was diagnosed with heart disease, I went fishing. I went fishing, not because in doing so the blockage in my coronary artery might magically vanish with each new cast, or the birth defect that the cardiologist discovered might somehow grow stronger and reroute itself like a river that changes its channel after a storm. I knew these things cannot come from a tight loop or a good drift. Instead, I went fishing because I knew that the river has the power to heal me in deeper ways, and that true friendship shared on the river acts to remind us that we travel together. We are not alone in our aloneness.

As I loaded my truck with fly-fishing gear and provisions on a brisk and bracing morning, I felt grateful for every life-sustaining breath. We’re all in this together. I exchange elements of existence with the trees. They give me oxygen and I give them carbon dioxide. Together we thrive, each indebted to the other. Reciprocity is the root of natural law—take only what is freely given and give what is truly needed.

My mug of rich, black, Peruvian coffee tasted so intense that it seemed somehow more glorious than normal. There’s nothing like being reminded of the singular specter of death to focus us on the many blessings of life. Awareness of impermanence is a gift, if we don’t dwell on it but, rather, learn to live with it.

I drove eastward toward the golden sliver of the sunrise’s first light, which appeared to set fire to the naked limbs of live oaks and meadows of undulating prairie grass. The Texas hills were bathed in the morning glow, even as behind me they still contained the last flickers of distant stars. I knew that the same starlight would continue to reach the earth’s daytime skies well after the stars that sent it have become extinct. Light that travels through darkness tends to outlive its origins. This is true within the cosmos and within the pages of a book. But the starlight will become invisible to my human eyes and mind in the brilliance of our own single star. Invisible—like air, gravity, love, and whatever it is that we sometimes call “God.”

Just because something is invisible doesn’t mean it’s not there. I can see how the air moves the clouds, trees, and grasses. I can feel how gravity holds me close to the earth—rooted without roots. I can notice how love is reflected in the eyes and actions of another living being. And I can see in Nature the creations of something far more vast than mere human imagination can conceive. We all struggle to hold on to what cannot be held. Still, the invisible carries songbirds up into the sky and raindrops down to the river, and me onward toward feelings of hope, joy, and gratitude. It was a beautiful morning, and I was once again simply happy to be alive.

I have an ambiguous relationship with the word “friend.” Like the word “love,” people seem to toss the word “friend” around without thought or considered meaning. I don’t. For me a friend is someone I trust, value, respect, and care for deeply. For me, love is unconditional and eternal. I never understand how people can turn friendship or love on and off like a spigot. For me, like a river, it flows—even when sometimes it is seemingly invisible. Always below the bedrock of my soul, there is love.

When I arrived along the banks of the Guadalupe River and pulled in front of the L&L Campground, I immediately saw that Cari Ray was already waiting for me in her dark green pickup truck with pop-up camper with its door decal that reads, “Fisher of Zen.” Cari is my friend. She is a peaceful soul who, like me, has fought through hardship and heartache while somehow remaining intact, entire, and empathic toward other souls—human and otherwise. Whenever we see each other, we smile, embrace, and invest a good bit of time tailgate-talking about life in general—catching up before we begin catching fish. It just feels right.

When we arrived at the river, it was running cold and clear and glistening in the early morning sunlight. It had the look and sound of broken bits of sea glass that tumbled with the breeze. Just a week prior, the ancient cypress trees that line the river were splashed in yellow-orange autumn colors. Now those leaves that once captured the sun to create edible energy were drifting with the currents of water and sky. I looked down at my feet, submerged in the world of trout and nymphs, and then up above my head into the world of warblers and mayflies. Whenever I walk into a river, I do so with reverence. Nature is my sacred place. Nature is my Home.

I imagine God as an outdoor enthusiast—like me. If anything was made “in his image” it must be rivers. They too have no real beginning or end. They live on the land in several seasonal forms, and in the sky as a mostly invisible member of the holy trilogy of water, vapor, and ice. They too are eternal, ever changing yet unchanged. Nature prays through the sounds of falling raindrops, rushing rivers, and rolling seas. I pray that way too. Water, wind, and birdsong connect me to the divine.

We walked downcurrent toward a nice run that Cari thought might contain a few fish. It wasn’t enough water for both of us to fish, so I invited her to take the first cast of the morning. We were using Cari’s hand-tied rigs with a midge nymph suspended below an egg fly and a nontoxic split shot. She ties them so that you get an even drift, and we used indicators that were easily adjusted for water depth as we moved from one run to another. Cari is a better angler on her worst day than I will ever be on my best. But most importantly to me—she “gets it.” Neither of us count fish caught or care a hoot about who catches the biggest fish. We simply enjoy being alive and outdoors.

It took only a few presentations for Cari to hook and land a couple of smallish trout, but she also missed a strike of another that seemed to own that slice of river. That’s when she decided to play a game that we both enjoy. We call it, “I’m going to catch that trout.”

That trout doesn’t necessarily need to be the biggest to be chosen as the challenge at hand. It simply needs to feel somehow special. It needs to show a bit of unique character or color or even innate wisdom as it rises and then rejects our offering. I guess we try to catch and then release it because it is somehow “love at first sight.” It just feels like it’s meant to be. It’s as if a young man standing in a subway car gets a glimpse of a young woman in the next car just as she makes eye contact, smiles, and looks away. And all at once he is committed to unlocking the puzzle that separates him from the girl with the fleeting smile. He must meet her, even briefly. He waits for the train to pause and the doors to open—and then he casts his line . . . hopefully. This is how it feels with that trout. It feels like destiny.

So I stood in the river just watching my friend as she worked the quick water again and again, adjusting to the occasional flash of the fish and the frequent visual silence of the bit of pocketwater he called home. Then, all at once, it happened. The fish accepted the offering, the indicator moved like the opening of subway doors, and my friend lifted the rod tip just in time to catch and release that fish. And when I tell you it was beautiful, I mean both the big bright rainbow trout and the moment when he swam back home, seemingly no worse for the meeting. Cari and I smiled at our good fortune as we waded downriver together toward the pool we were hoping to fish. It was a pleasing beginning to a beautiful day.

When we arrived at the pool that resides at a bend in the river, we found its upper stretch occupied by a man named Malcolm. Cari asked, “Any luck?” Malcolm smiled and said, “I hooked and lost two fish, but none have been landed yet.” We asked if he minded us working the downcurrent section and he said, “No problem. Maybe you’ll have more luck than I did.” Malcolm was a nice guy. I instantly liked him and found myself wishing he’d land a fish.

The bottom section of the pool had quite a few fish stacked up, most likely picking up midge nymphs as they flashed and fluttered in the current. There was only enough room for one angler, so Cari and I decided to take turns—one fishing as the other watched. I love fishing with friends who are generous of heart, and yet secure enough to accept and recognize the value of mutual generosity. If only more of the human world saw life as abundant rather than scarce and accepted kindness as the first rule of living. How cool would that be?

It only took three passes before Cari hooked and netted a nice fish. Then it was my turn, and I caught one too. Then Cari caught another, which made several acrobatic leaps before coming to her net. We continued like this for quite a while, until it became obvious that this section of the river was done for the moment and the trout needed a break. All this time I was silently hopeful for our new friend Malcolm, but he had caught nothing even though we could see the fish stacked up in his section of the river. That’s when he said, “Y’all are making me feel bad! I’ve been here for a couple hours and caught nothing; you came along and seem to catch a fish on every other cast. Do you have any pointers for me?”

Cari is not only a wonderful angler, professional fly-fishing guide in Texas, New Mexico, and Colorado, singer-songwriter, and friend, but she is also a kind soul. With Malcolm’s permission she looked at his rigging and made some suggestions on both setup and fly selection, and then gave him some quick instructions on presentation. That’s about the time that Lew came wading downriver and walked up to me for a quick chat.

I’d noticed Lew earlier that morning. He wasn’t fishing when I saw him; he was walking upriver as if going on a morning stroll down a neighborhood street. And he walked up to us in quite the same way, as if we were meeting on some city sidewalk while having a morning stretch of the legs. With his first few words it was apparent that Lew was a native of New Jersey who had chosen to retire in the Lone Star State. He and Malcolm were fishing buddies who had driven over from Houston, where they both now live. Like Malcolm, Lew was a nice guy who was quite involved in Trout Unlimited and concerned about the changes they’d witnessed on their favorite rivers and in the nature of Nature in these modern times. We chatted for a while before saying our farewells, giving both Malcolm and Lew a bit of space to figure out the mysteries of the river-bend pool before making the long drive back home.

I’ve met some of the best people while standing in a river. The rare few jerks I encounter are more tragically comical than anything. No one is as empty as someone who is full of themselves, and I always find myself walking away from those folks wishing that they could realize the reflection off the water is not the river. They are so often standing in the “water” that they should be casting toward. We’re all just trying to catch up with our own true selves. As Ram Dass once wrote, “We are all just walking each other home.”

Cari Ray waded upriver toward another long pool at the end of a wide, well-aerated riffle, and I decided to snip off my nymphing rig, change my leader, and tie on an olive micro-streamer that was tied by my friend Aileen Lane. We had used these to great effect while chasing Gila trout in Arizona and redband trout in Idaho, so I wanted to give them a try here.

I began working a few deeper areas of fast water so that the fish wouldn’t get a long look at the streamer and might make a quick impulse grab, and it worked, with me getting and missing two half-hearted strikes, and ultimately hooking and losing a big fish that I foolishly tried to horse into the slower current—while breaking my 5X tippet in the process. I always feel bad if a fish gets free with my fly still in its lips. It makes me ask myself once again, “Is it right for me to be hooking fish for my own amusement?” I do think about this from time to time, and I thought of it for a little while as I tied on a white Woolly Bugger and waded over to the next fast-water run.

At first, I just watched the water and searched for any signs of fish beneath the foam line. I envisioned myself as the fish, choosing the best spot to hold and hover as the river brought me oxygen and food, and then I became an angler again and cast my line so that my streamer would swing to the place where my imaginary fish was swimming. And that’s when he left my free-flowing imagination and entered my current reality. The strike was swift and solid, and my hookset came naturally as if our meeting was predestined. He was a big, muscled fish with bright sunlit colors and a proclivity for alternating between powerful runs and breathtaking leaps. When I finally had him in hand, I freed him as quickly as I could. He was magnificent, and I was mesmerized by the sight of him sliding back into his place in the river—a deep place among the rapids where time and timelessness meet. As always, just before setting him free, I whispered “thank you.” Gratitude creates joy, and I am a joyful man.

In her wonderful book titled Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teaching of Plants, author Robin Wall Kimmerer speaks of “the grammar of animacy.” She writes of her effort to be “bilingual between the lexicon of science and the grammar of animacy.” And she points out that in the languages of English or science, “you are either a human or a thing.” Finally, she asks the question, “Where are the words for the simple existence of another living being?” Like me, she sees the world as a community of human and nonhuman living beings. We see the souls that reside all around us.

After taking a few casts toward a different and shallower pool, without result, I decided to go back to the one where I had just caught the chunky rainbow and give it another go a little farther downstream. On about the third cast I saw a flash beneath the fly but no take, so I cast again and then again until the flash became a take, hookset, and landing of another pretty fish. He wasn’t quite as large as the first but was every bit as beautiful, and I could feel myself smiling as he swam back to the place in the river where we first met. I wished him all the best, even though I knew his ultimate destination. Someday he will rejoin the river in a different form—just like me. I suspect neither of us is in any rush for that day.

I guess I’ve always known that I’m different from so many of the good people that I am fortunate enough to meet while standing in a river, or walking down a canyon trail, or sitting beside a sunny window in a neighborhood cafe. My brain is wired differently, not only because of my nearly lifelong journey with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), but also because I think in poetry and metaphor. I see the world in spiritual animistic ways, where everything is alive and soulful.

Since childhood I have felt myself flying with the songbirds and swimming with the rising trout. I remember as a boy shooting and killing my first dove. I held its heart in my boyhood hand and when I looked at it, I saw my own—still beating in my chest. Whereas so much of humanity seems to avoid the thought of mortality and of being a part of Nature rather than apart from Nature, I have always felt the entire mortal journey playing out at once, with cognition of the connection between the being that is me and the beings that are currently living in another form.

The earth breathes through the leaves of trees and the plankton-filled surface of the sea. In an alchemistic partnership with plants, water, and soil, it transforms our star’s light into our planet’s life. And in doing so, every heartbeat on the earth is my heartbeat as well.

I looked upriver to see my friend Cari casting and catching one fish after another. She was just above the fast water, tending to a long pool where the trout were stacked up, hungry, and not selective. These trout were all in the sixteen- to twenty-one-inch range, which the local Trout Unlimited Chapter had stocked here, along with the ten- to twelve-inch fish that Texas Parks and Wildlife stocked by the truckload. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers dam just upriver has created a tailwater fishery that is as artificial as all tailwaters are, and these fish were anything but wild—quite like most humans. Like most of us, they had not yet discovered their true self. I felt a bit sorry for them—and us. But we all have our chance to go wild if our heart still beats and the light of the universe still shines in our eyes.

Wading downriver, I found a bit of quick water with some deep pools and cutbanks and began casting the white Woolly Bugger down and across hoping to elicit a strike. It was a narrow place, lined with tall and ancient cypress trees dripping in sunlit Spanish moss. It looked like living tinsel. Few people ever notice the tiny azure flowers that these unique air plants produce each spring. Every living thing wants to keep living in one way or another. Sometimes I think DNA carries more than genetic codes—it carries memories.

Just downriver from me was another angler. He was standing alone along a line of anglers, not lonely but in peaceful solitude. There were several anglers just upstream of Cari, and we each took turns greeting each other and allowing the other to experience the oneness with the river that only fly anglers and kayakers might know. We adjust to its moods and listen to the stories it can tell and the lessons it can teach. We look deep beneath the surface as best as we can to learn and understand its many attributes. We learn to recognize the meaning behind riffles, runs, plunge pools, and pocketwater. We lift stones to see who else lives there—salmonfly, caddis fly, mayfly, dragonfly, damselfly, crawfish, sculpin, or minnow. And through it all, we do as we must with anyone that we truly love—we pay attention. We listen for the sound of its beating heart. We watch for the light in its eyes.

Most places I fish in the Texas Hill Country are remote, and much to my satisfaction, I am often the only angler on the river. I love fishing alone or with a special someone whom I invite to fish with me because they add to my experience—not detract from it. Cari is such a soul—she is a true seeker of Zen. And while I prefer the solitary streams and rivers, there is a sense of community here that holds its own charms. It gives me a flicker of hope for humanity and the earth that people of kindness and mutual respect still exist. And all this caused me to consider the journey ahead of me . . . the one you are about to travel with me. It will be imperfect—like me. But it will be what it will be, and I will do my best to practice acceptance, empathy, and gratitude along the way. I am, after all, an imperfect but persistent Texan Buddha.

If you are reading this, it means that you have chosen to cast your line beside me. Together we will experience waters that, for one reason or another, Euro-American humanity has labeled “legendary.” And because they have been designated as such, they will often not be places where I can experience the solitary immersion in Nature that I so often crave. I suspect a Native American might feel more as I feel: that the river that is special to any of us is the one that we feel most a part of and have come to know intimately—the one we love. Fishing to catch big fish or many fish is akin to anonymous sex; casting for connection is akin to intimacy. In Nature and in human nature, I seek intimacy not anonymity.

Still, I am curious about what I will discover about the planet, humanity, myself, and life itself as I travel from the remote far western waters of Alaska to the historical streams of the Catskills that flow just beyond the skyline of Manhattan. What will I learn about America and Americans as I travel from those watersheds least impacted by humanity toward those most impacted—so far?

The fast water and its deep pools and ample cutbanks gave me not a single trout, but I didn’t mind. I had fun practicing my steeple cast against the backdrop of cypress trees and bunchgrasses. And I enjoyed watching the angler just downstream who was gleefully unaware of my existence as he hopefully sent one soft cast after another into the river. So I snipped off my fly and reeled in my line and just stood there—somehow transported so that I felt as if I were the only human on earth and the river was my home. I looked down at the river wrapping around me, embracing me, and washing away my cares. I was right to come here, knowing that the river has the power to heal me in deeper ways and that true friendship shared on the river acts to remind us that we do indeed travel together. All too often, we fear what we need most—oneness.

After wading to the river’s edge, I sat on a rock and simply watched the water flow by me and around my half-submerged limbs. They looked like the roots of the cypress trees, and in thinking this, I felt comfort. Cari began to work her way downriver toward me, fished a bit more in a quick water bubble line just across from me, and, after a while, reeled in and waded over to join me on the rock-strewn shore. We sat there in silence at first, eating nuts and raisins and allowing the peace of the moment to sink in. And then we spoke of my struggles with asthma, sleep apnea, PTSD, and now heart disease. And we spoke of the debilitating impact that long COVID has inflicted on her life and health. We shared our fears that we may no longer be physically capable of doing the things we once did and, by extension, living the lives we’ve always lived. But in the end, we spoke of the day we’d enjoyed together on the river, and of our friendship, and how fortunate we felt—simply to be alive.

It has occurred to me that just as our bodies and souls are living and breathing and beating in their own ways and rhythms, so does the earth and every living part of it. Every drop of water and every handful of soil is alive—or should be. In her book Braiding Sweetgrass, Robin Wall Kimmerer points out that in the language of her Native American ancestors, rivers are living beings, “imbued with spirit,” not things to be used and used up. In her ancestral Potawatomi language, a person might consider the water of a river and say, “It is being a river.” That same water could otherwise become a stream, bay, ocean, rain cloud, or glacier, but in this moment it “is being a river.” That’s how I see myself. In this moment I am being “human.”

There is a great deal about living that rivers can teach us. They teach us how to bend and flow over, under, and around obstacles. Rivers know that the form and function they embody today might not be the same tomorrow. Rivers understand that change is as inevitable as it is magical. They adapt and re-create themselves in such a manner that no matter the circumstances encountered, they remain true to their original nature—they continue to flow. And these are good lessons for Cari and me—and you. We have nothing to fear.

As if completing a circle, I soon found myself driving westward toward a golden sliver of sunlight that once again seemed to set fire to the naked limbs of live oaks and intermittent meadows of bending prairie grasses. The Texas hills were bathed in late evening light, even as behind me the first stars appeared faintly, almost as if they were uncertain if this was their time to shine. It was. And that’s the lesson I most need to remember in the coming year and years. The time to shine is now, and the place is here.

This is the wisdom of the river. We do not count the miles or the years. We do not worry about flood, drought, or how many breaths or heartbeats we may be granted. We simply carry on—being a river. In the end, there is no end. Raindrops falling need not fear the sea.









Part I

Bristol Bay, Alaska



[image: ]






Chapter Two


Life and Death on the 
Agulowak River, Alaska

The goal of life is to make your heartbeat match the beat of the universe, to match your nature with Nature.

—Joseph Campbell

It’s 5:40 a.m., and I woke up with Alaska in my dreams. Alaska is like that. It hangs in my waking thoughts and calls to me in my sleep. I remember every detail. Like how the alders and spruce embraced the edges of its cold clean waters and how the salmon, char, trout, and grayling vanished into its deepest holes. I remember the sensation of floating on currents of air as the 1957 de Havilland Beaver carried me over forests and tundra, and then floating on the currents of its rivers while casting and connecting to the many beating hearts that swam within. I recall the primal gaze of brown bears and how that moment of eye contact grounded me in the certain knowledge that in the wilderness, I’m simply another source of protein. And at this moment in the darkness of my room, I am reliving my first and final days when a single river and special fish were both joined to the deepest part of my eternal soul. This is our story.

Ever since I was a boy who sat up at night reading Jack London, Russ Annabel, and vintage outdoor magazines, I’ve dreamed of this moment. To my childhood mind, taking off and landing in a floatplane was the ultimate gateway to adventure. It brought to mind the images of floating over rugged mountains, raging rivers, and endless expanses of wilderness where trees were many and landing sites were few and far between. And now here I was, about to begin my weeklong adventure at Bristol Bay Lodge with my buddy, sporting artist, author, and guide Bob White.

Ron Salmon is a quiet, kindhearted, and exceedingly competent pilot with over fifty years of experience. Every lesson he ever learned during his winged lifetime was self-evident as he effortlessly launched and landed the floatplane on the surface of Lake Ageknagik. The subtle separation between the surface of the lake and the underbelly of the plane’s pontoons was surprising, and it took me a while to realize we were airborne as perspectives altered and realities shifted. As we rounded Jackknife Mountain, Ron adjusted flaps, mixture, propeller, and throttle so that the alchemy of his actions resulted in the pontoons resting back onto the water with the natural grace of a mayfly. Stepping onto the dock and into my childhood dreams come true, I could never know that at that moment, I was coming home.

The flat metal tin can of a johnboat bounded and slid across the choppy surface of the Agulowak River as my newest friend, Sam Fisher, deftly maneuvered us toward Grayling Island. I had barely stepped off the floatplane and into the boat when I told Sam that my number one dream was connecting with an Alaskan grayling. I asked if he thought we might find one before dinner, to which he responded, “Heck yeah!” Sam is a kind, open-minded, and able young man with an infectious smile and good nature. We hit it off immediately, and it mattered not if we were twenty-six or sixty-two—real friendship is timeless. It was my first day, and every possible reality lay in front of me as each cast would roll out like dice tumbling across a table.

Sam set the anchor at the edge of a community of half-submerged willows, and I began casting a fluffy white dry fly with a tiny Copper Bob nymph dropper. Almost immediately the dry fly became an indicator as I raised my rod tip a bit too softly, hooked, and then lost a grayling while we both lit up with excitement and then moaned with good-humored disappointment. That scene continued through four more half-hearted hooksets before I finally shook off the first-day jitters and landed the first grayling of my current lifetime. It was all I had hoped for, and more. He was a beautiful fish, and I tried to burn the image of him swimming back home into the currents of the Agulowak, where he would live and die and live again as his DNA passed through time. It is the way of things that we are all both mortal and immortal—all at once.

For me, a fish is not a thing; it is a living being with a desire to survive as long as possible and with the best quality of life possible—just like me. When I do take the rare photo with a fish, I am never intending to say, “Look what I caught,” but rather, “Look who I met.” This is why I bring “him” or “her” to the net—not it. And this is why I say “thank you” when I release each beautiful creature back into the river of life. In the language of Robin Wall Kimmerer’s Native American ancestors, I might say, “megwech.” The intention is the same. Respect, empathy, and gratitude.

For me, a river is not a thing; it is a living being with a desire to flow as long as possible with clarity and good health—just like me. I’ve noticed that how we treat ourselves often determines how we treat others and the planet. If I eat more plants and less meat and processed foods, my heart and soul will thrive. If I pollute my body with fat, sugar, and salt, I will no longer be the man I might have been. It’s the same with forests and fish and rivers and relationships. We get what we give.

••

The morning came with coffee and breakfast and a view of Jackknife Mountain while looking across Lake Ageknagik from the window of Bristol Bay Lodge. I sat there in the soft silence with my friend Steve Laurant, who is the owner and general manager of the lodge, and Bob White, who is more like a brother to me than simply a dear friend. We didn’t need to say much beyond our usual morning greetings. We sat together in silence or spoke in hushed tones about the peace of the moment and the joy of being alive. We didn’t even talk about fishing. Among friends, silences are at least as important as spoken words. There is a comfort that comes with sipping coffee in the morning beside a person or persons who see the same magnificence and magic in the world around them and within the universe.

The Agulowak River is the home waters of Bristol Bay Lodge, as it is just across the lake from the dock that harbors several boats and three de Havilland Beaver floatplanes. The three full-time pilots include Steve, Ron Salmon, and a man who goes by the call sign of “T-Bird.” (More on T-Bird in another chapter.) The Agulowak is approximately four miles long and is the connecting river between Lower Nerka Lake and Lake Ageknagik as part of the Wood River watershed. It is renowned for its large native rainbow trout, Arctic grayling, Arctic char, Dolly Varden char, and as the spawning grounds for approximately 200,000 sockeye salmon, with another 2 million passing through its waters on their way farther up the drainage.

After breakfast, we looked at the chalkboard on the wall to see what the day might hold, and next to my name was the term, “Wok.” This meant that I’d be fishing the Agulowak, so I’d be loading onto a boat and not a floatplane. Bob and I walked down to the docks and met our guide for the day, a nice young man named Ethan Warren. Ethan was calm, quiet, patient, and competent with an easy smile. I liked him. The boats were basic sixteen-foot metal johnboats with oars on the sides and enough motorized horsepower on the back to get the job done without being obnoxious about it.

If taking off in a de Havilland Beaver is my favorite way to launch into adventure, then crossing open water in a boat is a close second. There is something magical about the bouncing of the bow across the water, the coolness of the air and spray on your face, and the anticipation of what lies ahead. And there is something meaningful about looking back at the wake behind the boat and the changing perspective of the place you left behind and the one you are growing ever closer to discovering. It’s not that you wanted to go; it’s that you felt compelled to go. As if staying behind would cause your moist lungs to stop breathing and your warm heart to cease beating. Living life urgently demands that we live gratefully in the moment while looking forward and remembering the lessons of our yesterdays.

Our target species on this first full morning was sockeye salmon. and the location was a turn in the river known as the “sockeye tree.” The salmon are everywhere in the Agulowak as they swim almost zombie-like against the current toward their destiny—the place where they were born and where they will spawn, die, and give their last full measure by adding nutrients to the river and surrounding forests. Salmon and coastal brown bears are integral parts of this ecosystem. Without them, it is forever diminished. These fish are the stuff that such dreams are made of. They are the brick and mortar that built this wilderness. They are its lifeblood.

As we pulled up to the sockeye tree, we could see that my new friends Pue Nguyen and Steve Negaard had already arrived and were busy casting and catching as waves of salmon swam over the shallow water that surrounds this bend in the river. And it was this shallow water that made this act of catching these salmon possible. The rigging we were using was basically a salmon egg bead suspended above a hook with a “Slinky”-style weight attached to a swivel clip. The weight allows your rig to bounce along the bottom; once the angler feels the pull of the fish, the hook is set and hopefully the fish is landed. While the sockeye salmon are predominantly plankton feeders and therefore less likely to strike, the bead allows the angler to simultaneously fish for the Arctic and Dolly Varden char and rainbow trout that may be following the salmon in hopes of eating eggs that may be washed downcurrent from the redds. Beyond their platonic feeding habits, sockeye salmon are unique in that they require spawning rivers and streams that have lakes at their headwaters—such as the Agulowak, which empties into Lake Ageknagik from its headwaters at Nerka (the Russian name for the sockeye salmon) Lake.

This being the first full day of fishing in a new place, I was focused on getting to the boat and out to the river, which led to me forgetting to bring a few items that later proved meaningful. They included gloves, a head net, and mosquito repellent. I never made that mistake again. I quickly concluded that the most frightening sound in the Alaskan wilderness is not the growl of a bear or snarl of a wolf—it’s the whine of a tiny bloodsucking insect in your ear. Enough said.

Upon arrival at the sockeye tree, the guides set up a plastic folding table and laid out a fillet knife and a club for dispatching the fish we would be keeping today. The fillet knife was long and thin and sharp—like any other of its kind. The club was part of a moose’s femur bone—a truly Alaskan choice. Although I’m usually a catch-and-release angler and go to great effort to be careful with the fish I catch, I am not opposed to a fresh salmon shore lunch when the run of fish is healthy and plentiful. If bears knew how to fry potatoes, I’m sure they would. We are all hunter-gatherers by nature.

We lined up along the bank with me being the farthest downstream, Phu Nguyen just above me on the other side of the tree, and Steve Negaard just upcurrent of Phu. Bob chose not to fish and instead gave me tips for the best way to cast and land these fish, as this was all new to me. Bob has been coming up here for a couple decades and guided on this and other rivers for over a decade, so I was once again the benefactor of his seemingly boundless generosity. I am forever grateful.

The sockeyes seem to arrive in surges and waves of fish with relatively quiet moments in between. The trick is to cast across and slightly upcurrent as the salmon swim by and then follow the arc of the line as it swings down and inward toward the bank. You do this until you feel the tug of a fish and set the hook with some authority. My first fish of the day was a beautiful Arctic char that took the salmon egg imitation. I landed and released that fish quickly, and soon after was into my first bright sockeye salmon, which after a brief battle was inside Ethan’s net and quickly processed into fillets in the cooler. Sometimes the circle of life ends in a frying pan over a campfire, and there’s nothing wrong with that in my world when done ethically.

I began getting the hang of this technique and was catching sockeyes with some degree of regularity, as was my friend Steve Negaard. But our friend Phu was in some sort of sweet spot and his mojo was working because he quickly gained the name “one-cast Phu”—it seemed as if he was catching a fish on every cast. It didn’t take long for all of us to limit out on sockeye salmon. The fishing was methodical and the catching was frequent, so in short order we had to adjust tactics and target different fish—rainbows and char.

To target the rainbow trout and char that were themselves targeting salmon eggs and the other potential gifts from the spawning process, we switched to a nymphing system that included a “flesh fly” and an “egg fly.” The egg imitation is most often a small plastic bead set a few inches above the hook on the tippet of the leader. Some egg flies are made of yarn, but the principle is the same: You’re hoping to induce a strike from one of the predatory fish that are feeding on stray salmon eggs. The flesh fly imitates the bits of salmon flesh that float off the bodies of post-spawning fish while they are in the process of dying or after death. As noble as a rainbow trout seems, it’s not above eating carrion. The process is much the same as for salmon—casting up and across the current and watching the indicator as it drifts freely downcurrent. The strike is a steady submersion of the indicator that gives the angler a second or two to set the hook. Sometimes I took four seconds and set the hook only to find emptiness at the end of my line—just like in life. Half of success is that your ship comes in and the other half is that your bags are packed. Or as my dad used to say, “He who hesitates is lost.”

About the time we were wrapping things up at the sockeye tree, a boat came by and the guide piloting it called out to us that a large brown bear sow with two cubs was about two hundred yards downriver from us and heading in our direction. I had noticed when we arrived that the black mud along the shoreline was covered in bear tracks, and although I was keen to see my first Alaskan coastal brown bear, I was cognizant that up close and personal with a momma bear and her cubs wasn’t the ideal introduction. Based on the calm urgency of the guides as they cleaned up the area of fish guts and began our movement offshore, they concurred with my conclusion. We never did see that brown bear and her cubs that morning. I suspect she did see us.

The day prior while Sam and I were chasing grayling, a few of my fellow anglers were at the sockeye tree, and they reported witnessing an epic battle between a large sow with cubs and a big boar that was trying to get at and kill her cubs. Momma bear won the day. The male bears will kill the cubs of another male in an effort to force the female back into “heat” so he can have the opportunity to mate with her and pass on his genetics into the future. I can only surmise that a momma bear has either a short memory or a deeply forgiving nature if she is willing to mate with the male who killed her offspring. Then again, I’m not a bear. Who am I to judge?

As a man who aspires to imperfect Buddhahood and who invests a great deal of time and energy in reflection and resurrection, it’s easy for me to forget that Nature is a complexly simple system of living beings all trying to survive and pass on their genetics through time—and that’s it. I’m not sure how sentimental a warbler is about caterpillars or how well a contemplative wolf might do in its dog-eat-dog world. I doubt a grayling ever feels regret for swallowing a mayfly, and I suspect that a bear barely thinks about the hopes and dreams of the moose it ambushes, kills, and eats. But me, as a philosophical primate with opposable thumbs and a penchant for seeking something we call “wisdom,” I’m stuck with an overabundance of existential angst and a lifetime of trying to solve for “why?” Is there more wisdom in living like a warbler? I wonder if the monkeys in a zoo ever find us humans to be amusing. “Human see, human do.”

After catching my limit at the sockeye tree, Bob and I decided to focus on trout and grayling for the remainder of our first day. Ethan acted as a human anchor by standing in the river’s shallows and walking us slowly downstream as far as he could, calling out likely places for fish on either side of the boat. Bob has guided on the “Wok” for years, so he didn’t need the help, but I did.

My least favorite form of fly fishing is nymph fishing with an indicator, but that was exactly what we were doing because it’s what the Agulowak and its fish were demanding of us if we wanted to have any hope of connecting with a big rainbow trout or grayling. I looked over and watched Bob’s effortless casting—rod, line, boat, and Bob seemingly moving as one entity. Like all people with mastery of a skill, he makes it look easy and never seems to think about it. I, on the other hand, must remind myself to shoot a streamer and lob a bobber and nymph rig. I hope I can live long enough to begin casting like Bob does—you know . . . thoughtlessly.

According to Bob, the waters of the Agulowak were as high, fast, and cold as he had ever seen, and it was impacting the fish and fishing. This has been the pattern of my travels—every place is being impacted by human-induced climate change in one way or another. It may take the form of extreme heat, cold, flood, or drought, but the common theme is the word “extreme.”

Over the next few hours, fish were caught. The day gave us a mix of Arctic char and grayling, but that big rainbow trout eluded us. It mattered not. I can’t recall a more meaningful day of fishing or living in my relatively long lifetime. It was enough to be casting and occasionally catching beside my friend in the waters that he described as the home waters of his heart.

I came here seeking many things. I wanted to become engrossed in the adventure of flying over wilderness and landing on the water. I wanted to fish among the bears and moose and experience the eerie exhilaration of living beneath a midnight sun. I wanted to force myself once again out of my zones of comfort and familiarity by doing things I had never done before. I wanted to become captivated by these wild North American lands and waters that are the least impacted by humanity. But perhaps more than anything, I wanted to share these waters with my dear friend Bob and hopefully come to understand how and why they have captured the heart and imagination of a sixty-five-year-old boy from the American Midwest. And I did.

It was hard to believe that this was only my
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