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ELK HUNTERS
DON’T
CRY
A Beginner’s Guide to
Fly Fishing
For those of you who have been too busy watching Judge Judy, or the latest reality show snooze-fest (Dough Boys: A month in the life of four pizza delivery persons), let me direct your attention out of your living room window where you might notice that the snows have receded, leaves are sprouting, and that most magical time of the year is rapidly approaching like a warm, fragrant breeze, that’s right…trout season is almost here.
Now, in all fairness, some of you may not have yet been smitten with the yearly piscatorial passion, and it’s for you that I offer this primer on fly-fishing.
Getting Started
First of all, you’ll need to decide what kind of fly-fishing you want to start out with, moving water or stationary water. Why choose? Because you’re not going to be able to afford all the equipment required for both. Heck, you aren’t going to be able to afford all of the equipment for either one, but let’s at least pretend the glass is half full, shall we?
Most fly-fishing on stationary water (i.e.: ponds, lakes, the Gulf of Mexico) is done with the assistance of a Float Tube. The float tube is a doughnut shaped device, costing more than your first car, and designed in such a way as to get the maximum level of amusement from anyone watching a fin-footed fisherman waddling towards a body of water with a gaily colored inner-tube pulled up around his nether regions and a $400.00 fly rod clutched desperately in his teeth.
Still, the Float Tube is the outdoor sportsman’s equivalent of a Barcolounger.
You can, and I’m not joking here, equip your ‘Tube with a mini cooler, cup holder, port-a-potty (more on this later) and, should the prospect of fining your way across the lake become too daunting, a small outboard motor. Do I own any of these accessories? Well, let’s move on…
Whether your interest falls more in the area of ponds and puddles or creeks, cricks, streams and rivers, your first, best investment is a professional quality football helmet.
Not a good fly rod? (You ask with a sweet, if short-lived, naivety, bless your heart…)
No.
Any Buford can drive to the local Flies ‘R’ Us and pick out a graphite rod, mainly because THAT process is greatly simplified by approximately 4,000 slavering sporting goods salesmen trampling each other to death as they rush toward anyone who walks through the door.
In fact, this was the season cliffhanger for Dough Boys, but the networks pulled it for being too violent for public television. (Okay, that’s an obvious lie; they released it on pay-per-view instead.) No, go for the football helmet, and I’ll tell you why, but first, let’s take a trip to the aforementioned sports store and have a look around.
(Note: you will need to stop at your bank and withdraw every penny you have in savings. If this amount is less than eleven thousand dollars, you may want to take your mortgage documents and maybe your first-born child along with you.)
The “Sportz” Store
The first thing you’re going to see, as you walk though the front doors and pass beneath the shadow of a stuffed salmon approximately the size of a 1969 Ford Galaxie, is row after row of glossy full-color fishing magazines. Savage Steelheadin’, Pond Paddlers Gazette, Flyz of the ‘Hood, and a hundred others, offering indispensable tidbits like “Double cross pendulum casting in high winds for the amputee!” and “Crappie hotspots in Outer Mongolia!”
You must buy every one of these magazines. If you are a truly dedicated fly fisherman, you must subscribe to most of them as well.
The reason for this is that your spouse, while screaming at you to do something about all these STUPID MAGAZINES, will be sufficiently distracted as to allow you to sneak your newest titanium, disc brake, large arbor fly reel into the house without risking becoming this year’s latest statistic for spousicide.
This has NOTHING to do with those of us who make our living as outdoor sports writers! (Repeat that ten times.)
Flies and Such
The next thing you might notice is a wall-length table covered with jillions of tiny clear-plastic drawers. In these drawers are every conceivable combination of string, thread, yarn, fur, feather, rubber, bead, and hook that has ever been imagined. Another jillion new styles will be in on Thursday.
There is actually a giant super computer buried deep beneath the Nevada desert that spends day and night grinding out atypical polymorphic logarithms to design these new flies. (Hey, be happy, it could still be building bombs, right?) Such dandies as the HiViz Parachute Purple Haze, the Quigley Sparkle Stacker, the Chartreuse Elk Double-Humpy, and my personal favorite, the Hot-Pink Latex Stimulator (only available in California, must be 21 or older to buy.)
Looking at this dizzying array of faux-bugs, how do you know which are right for you? Which will entice and titillate the real brooders you’re after? Which of these handcrafted works of the imagination will get you the fish in truckloads?
Buy six of each fly, period.
Once the least trodden sales-person has helped you pick the half-a-dozen fly rods and reels that you absolutely must have to fish your local water, as well as rod-tubes, vest, waders, wading boots, wading jacket, micro-fleece wader liners, wader bag, sun-hat, backing, leader, tippets, knot tool, zingers, fly-boxes, flotant, quik-sink, barb-smasher, leader-wallet, leader-straightener, nippers, retractors, rod-leash, lanyard, net, creel, strike indicators, stream thermometer, wading staff, forceps, clamp, scalpel, pump…
One last item that you don’t want to leave the store without is your disposable, degradable, scent-free urination pouch with zip-close top, integrated handles, and special “hands free fisherman feature.” This handy (and 100% real) device is designed to be worn beneath your waders, allowing for “maximum time on the water”. My wife now refuses to touch my micro-fleece liners, and removes my waders from the trunk with a forked stick.
Gearing Up
Okay! You’ve got your umpteen bags full of gear and you’re heading for the river! So what items do you absolutely NEED to have with you at all times?
Well, lucky for you this is much simpler that many of the other aspects of the sport (like how exactly, one can thread a ten inch nightcrawler onto a #22 Callibaetis without losing the worm on the roll cast).
To determine what, exactly, to take to the water with you, simply begin stuffing every piece of fly fishing flotsam and jetsam that you’ve just purchased into the 112 pockets of your new 100% cotton, water-repellent, 6-oz, safari cloth, made in the USA, guide vest, ($189.95 retail) complete with a moleskin-lined pocket to prevent marring your Sportz Master III polarized sunglasses (another two hundred roscoes.)
Once you have filled all of the pockets, and/or vertebrae begin audibly fusing, you can head off for the river confident in the knowledge that your one box of flies is resting safely on the kitchen table.
On the Water
At last you ease your way into the stream and begin your pursuit of the elusive SALMO GAIRDNERI IRIDEUS, Salmo from the Latin meaning “Fish,” and Gairdneri Irideus, meaning “That doesn’t eat…ever.”
Regardless, you're in the water, rod in hand, ready to rumble!
It is at this point that most fisherman pause to reflect and perhaps engage in some simple mathematics, i.e: the flow-speed of the current around them, multiplied by the slime factor of the rocks beneath their feet, divided by the overall weight and solubility of the approximately 11 layers of clothing and fishing gear they’re wearing = how many weeks it’s going to take for anyone to find their body at the bottom of the river if they lose their footing.
To prevent this accidental slippage, you will need to use the “Toe Radar” method of wading.
This consists of edging the toe of one foot out ahead of you as slowly as possible, making sure to never lose contact with the surface of the riverbed as you probe each dip and crevice within a three-foot diameter of your standing position. One word of warning, should an eight-pound steelhead be resting in one of these dips and you, quite by accident, should nudge it with your toe, it will explode from the surface of the water like at Titan missile and you will have a heart attack and die on the spot.
Trust me.
Once, however, your toe has found a flat rock that seems wide and solid enough for both feet, lunge forward as quickly as possible, pin-wheeling your arms until you achieve balance.
You will now find yourself approximately six inches further that your starting position.
Repeat this procedure until you reach your desired destination or a massive calf-cramp allows the current to suck you under.
False Casting
False Casting in a term derived from the ancient Celtic phrase meaning “To flail wildly about with a stick while trying not to hook one’s nostril.” Experts disagree hotly on casting methods, most will tell you to tie on a fly first, but I advise caution.
A fly is a tiny, weightless object with a barbed hooked that will instantly become ensnared with any surface it comes in contact with and/or bury itself painfully into the most tender areas of your anatomy as it goes whistling past you at approximately 9,000 miles per hour.
If you do choose to tie on a fly, you will want to follow these steps:
Strip line from the reel until there are at least 42 snarled coils floating around your knees.
Quickly raise your fly rod, snapping the tip back to the two o’clock position.
Once all of the coils have been pulled smoothly (snicker) from the water and up through the guides (choke, cough) and the line has extended to its maximum length behind you, parallel to the ground (BWAA-HA-HAAA), gently snap you wrist forward.
Use your toe radar to make your way back to the bank. Then climb through the world’s densest patch of blackberry brambles and poison ivy to retrieve your fly from the upper branches of the only tree within a thousand yards of your position.
Return (one hour later) to the river and repeat step 1.
You’ve done it!
You’ve joined the ranks of millions of Americans for whom fly-fishing has come to symbolize a peaceful escape from their hectic lives, and sweet communion with nature. (Not counting, of course, the sweating, itching, stumbling, swearing, bleeding, and occasional near-drowning experience.)
Now, at last, let’s talk about your new football helmet.
This is easily the most important of the copious number of fly-fishing accoutrements that we’ve listed here.
The secret of the helmet is to make sure that it is firmly in place when you sit down to watch the Monday night game, or your favorite bass fishing program. In the unlikely event that you should doze off in front of the television just before your spouse returns home with the family bank statement clutched in her bloodless fingers, the helmet might protect the back of your head from any sudden experimentation with baseball bats, your new Ping driver, or the family cat.
Nobody said that outdoor sports are not without their risks.
Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go, Dough Boys is about to start, and I need to find my helmet...
- ppp
Small Water
As I sit here at my computer, my leg propped up on a folding chair so my foot won’t swell in the shiny fiberglass cast, I think back over yesterday’s fishing, the high (and obvious) low points. Really, breaking my ankle wasn’t nearly as dramatic as I would have liked. I mean, if you're going to spend six weeks in a cast, you need a good story.
I'm leaning towards “while I was climbing down the sheer rock face of the canyon, clenching my fly rod in my teeth…”
Reality, however, is not nearly so ego gratifying. My foot slipped off the path and I rolled my ankle, sprawling in the grass like a wounded buffalo. Not only that, the place we were fishing was just a little trickle of a stream, a tiny feeder creek flowing down into a highway pond.
Thrilling, huh?
The truth is, it’s difficult to catch anyone’s breath with a story about small stream fishing, with or without broken bones. No reel-screaming-runs, no gear-busting battles, just a half hour hike up into the hills above Oregon’s Columbia Gorge, to fish a dribble of water we could have hopped across with a running start.
Okay, that’s a lie…we hiked a half hour to fish a mountain lake that was reported to have huge cutthroat trout but, as usual, the lake turned out to be less than thrilling. The largest life-forms we saw were the pigeon sized mosquitoes that swarmed us like we were pizza boys at a weight-loss convention. After a few desultory casts into the pea-green water, we decided to keep what blood remained in our bodies and seek the cool comfort of the trees. Did I mention it was hot? The mercury was pushing eighty, and under a vest and fishing hat, it was sweltering.
My friend and I have fished together in almost every type of weather, in almost every fashion, for most species of fish, and we have settled on the fly rod as our tackle of choice. Bryan just likes to fish, for him size is irrelevant. I’ve seen him whoop just as loud over 4-inch brookies, as he does for 20-pound steelhead. It fact, I think if he had to be honest, he’d prefer the brookies.
So we hike to tiny headwaters and insignificant trickles coming down out of the Cascade Mountains. We hide behind trees, crawl through bushes, and practice casting nothing but 7X tippet from the end of our rods. Yesterday we did all of this and more on that tiny, unnamed stream.
The largest run was maybe fifty feet long, a small plunge pool at the head, a short corner riffle and a few yards of smooth tail-out that led under a wood walking bridge. You’ll pull no trophies out of water like this, but you’re also less likely to rub elbows with the next angler.
There will be a couple of larger (relatively speaking) fish feeding at the pool, possibly another in the far bank of the riffle, and up to three or four in the tail. They are little fish, who want to become big fish and they eat voraciously, their rises will often give them away from far down the trail.
That nobody has seen a reason to wet a line here is not the point, that nobody has wet a line here is. Cool green sunlight filters though the alder and dogwood leaves and, from higher up, through the pines. A slight breeze rises from the stream, cooling and refreshing in the heat of the day. The water is clear and delicious if you don’t mind forgoing the chlorine and chemicals that make it “safe” (I don’t mind), and the ground beneath the trees is soft and springy from pine needles when you break for lunch.
Fishing pressure is nonexistent, though you will have the occasional little girl peer over the edge of the bridge and ask you “are there REALLY fish in there?” To which you and your partner answer in unison “Nope!” Then a den mother leads her away, warning her about talking to strange men.
Anglers on their way to the lake may stop and watch for a moment, “You think there's a keeper in there?”… “Nope!” and they walk away shaking their head.
Here, a 10-inch brookie or rainbow is a real rod-bender, and smallish attractor patterns like Wullfs and humpies will take the day.
You can, however hike a long way up one of these trickles to find a fishable spot, and the possibility a monster twelve or fourteen incher lurking in an undercut isn’t total fantasy.
Don’t hike in for a lunker or you'll end up disappointed and footsore.
Fishing small water is fun and, if it doesn't make for as good of a story down at the local watering hole, you can always tell them about climbing down that sheer rock face of the canyon, clenching your fly rod in your teeth…
-ppp
Elk Hunters Don’t Cry
It’s a well known fact that outdoorsmen, elk hunters in particular, don’t cry.
In fact, not so many years ago this was considered a badge of honor, a mark of courage for young hunters to aspire to as they watched their fathers and uncles grimace manfully in the face of pain.
I’ve seen several of my own hunting friends take tumbles in rocky riverbeds, gash themselves with skinning knives, and char various portions of their anatomies in campfires…all without a single tear. Some of them defoliated large tracts of national forest with white-hot profanity, but none ever cried.
For a brief time, during my teenage years, I confused “elk hunters don’t cry”, with “elk hunters don’t brush their teeth”… until, in the middle of a week-long elk hunt, Doug, our host, insisted on driving me thirty miles to town just to purchase a new tooth-brush. I felt his complaints were a bit on the whiny side, and the fact that we started seeing elk again the next morning was, obviously, pure coincidence.
However, back to the concept of crying…I once heard an opinion on this from my Aunt Edna, as she addressed the shortcomings of men in general and hunters in particular, during the family’s recent Thanksgiving feast.
“Hunters,” she said with great disdain, “are simply those who give in to the basest inclinations of their animal nature. The reason they refuse to shed tears is the same reason they involve themselves in their bloodthirsty pastimes at all. All this hunting and killing is merely an outlet for their own testosterone-driven aggression, one that could be rectified with a simple medical procedure…the same one that is used to lessen the aggression in dogs.”
Obviously, I was incensed. How dare she unleash such unwarranted criticism on the long and beautiful tradition of hunting? How dare she impinge on the intellect and sophistication of outdoorsmen?
I was so outraged, I nearly dropped a handful of cranberry sauce. Uncle Arthur was so shocked that he actually stopped scratching himself with his dinner fork, and a number of cousins quit eating entirely, as they visibly struggled to decipher Aunt Edna’s multi-syllable words.
To say that my aunt is not an “outdoors-person” is something of an understatement. The closest she’s ever come to nature is the plastic azaleas in the ladies room at Macy’s, and she has a living horror of dirt, insects, and anything with fur (which includes myself and several of my bearded cousins…) As an aside, I must note that she is not our aunt by blood, but by the unfortunate circumstances of marriage and, though a nice enough woman in all other respects, she may not have become a relative at all if my uncle had been thoughtful enough to bring her to at least one family function prior to their wedding. Ironically enough, it was only a few weeks later that I had the opportunity to test Aunt Edna’s theory myself.
A couple of my buddies and I were doing some late-season hunting in a heavily wooded area around Tillamook Oregon’s Miami River. The water was high from an unexpected melt-off and it seemed that every knee and elbow of its meandering course was choked with massive logjams and mounds of debris. Being the Pacific Northwest, it was, of course, pouring rain as well.
Rounding a bend in the riverbed, I glanced over the tops of my speckled glasses and saw a massive spike bull standing on the far bank, only thirty yards upstream. I was shocked. Usually someone informs the elk as soon as I leave home with my bow, and by the time I reach the coast, they’re all crossing the border into Canada.
An elk and I in the same woods, actually within bow range of each other, was an event of Biblical proportions, and I glanced desperately about me for a spot where I could nock an arrow and shoot from concealment. The only spot I could see that might work was halfway up the nearest logjam, where I could shoot above the brush and hope that my camos would blend in with the surrounding foliage.
The bark was rotten and the bare wood below was like black ice. My heart pounding with each damp rustle of brush, I eased into position. The elk was still standing on the bank, gazing upstream and away from me. From my position, I couldn’t see the spike’s face, but I’m sure now that he was grinning in anticipation.
Slowly, I raised my bow, envisioning a freezer full of elk steaks and a long winter of unabashed gloating, I could practically feel the testosterone coursing through my body as I readied for the kill…
That’s when my boots lost traction on the log.
If both feet had chosen to slip in the same directions, north or south, I would have been fine. They did not. Instead, my boots chose that moment to go their separate ways, leaving me to plummet straight down with a leg on either side of a six-inch thick branch, dropping my bow and scaring the bull into the next county with my scream.
A scream that ended abruptly when my fall came to a sudden stop.
Now, as much as I enjoy hunting, and fishing, and all those “killing sports,” I can now speak from experience when I say that there is a kernel of truth linking hunting and aggression to testosterone and the male anatomy.
I can say this because, in the instant that my downward acceleration ended in contact with the log, and my…misters…were driven forcefully up through my torso and into the back of my throat, I was suddenly free of all traces of aggression, machismo, and the desire to engage in any activity more violent than curling into a fetal position among the ferns.
I think I may have even cried a little.
-ppp
Grandfather’s Fly Box
For Grandpa
The attic had that humid, musty smell of stagnant air and old books. I had spent the better part of the evening sweating, grunting, and rifling through boxes, trying to separate the treasured family mementos from the junk. In twenty years, an attic can gather a lot of both.
I had already progressed through my own childhood belongings, from baby shoes to high school diploma, past my parent’s important documents and was now moving into the third generation of our cardboard genealogy.
My mother was one of those sweet old-fashioned women who saved everything as “keepsakes” and I could feel her horrified gaze on the back of my neck as I filled trash bags.
Mother had slipped from our lives the month before, leaving me the difficult task at hand. This is one of the great milestones of life; each of us may one day be given the responsibility of gathering the material flotsam of our parent's lives and deciding what has value and what does not. It made me wish I had siblings.
The big stuff had been easy. Fishing poles, tents and all things Coleman went into the keep pile. Books were next, another easy decision. More difficult were boxes and boxes of files and paperwork. This was set aside for later, just in case someone had forgotten a hundred shares of old IBM stock or something. Admittedly, it was a long shot, but the possibility demands the effort.
I pulled the last box from behind the chimney, a dusty old apple crate that had that very spiderish look to it. As a longtime coward of all things that scuttle, I recognized that look immediately and wisely opened the lid with the toe of my sneaker.
It appeared safe enough and, as I shuffled through old gray photographs and faded doilies, I caught the dull gleam of dusty aluminum in the bottom corner of the box. A little digging produced a small rectangular case with the word “Wheatley” faintly inscribed on top. Turning it over revealed the not so neatly etched initials "F.R.P."
My Grandfather Frank’s initials.
Cancer had taken my grandfather many years before and a handful of old photographs were the only connection I still had to my father’s father.
I sat there for several moments, quietly taking in the enormity of my find. Grandfather was remembered as being a hard man, earning his living on the W.P.A. work crews through sweat and toil. He was also an avid outdoorsman and, of the five or six photographs I have of him, three show him in camp along various rivers of the west.
He was most often a fly angler, although in sport, as in life, he tended toward the “ends justifies the means” philosophy and would fish bait, lures, and possibly dynamite given the right provocation. My own obsession with rod, reel and rifle has often been compared to his.
One of my few memories of him is of fishing on the banks of the Tualatin River, near his home in the tiny farming town of Durham, Oregon. It was August of 1976 or around there, I stood quietly with my new Zebco rod and reel, watching my bobber float lazily along in the sluggish summer current, entertained by my own thoughts.
My Grandfather, some yards up the river from me, was not one to brook nonsense from children. There was no chattering or skipping of rocks across the water. We were there to fish.
So, I stood…more than a little bored, waiting for something to happen. The little black nymph, or "wet" as grandfather referred to it, had brought two fat 11 inchers to the bank for me since early that morning. Now late afternoon, they lay in the cracked Styrofoam cooler in the back of his old International.
As the float would reach the end of the line and swing back toward the bank, I would snap the rod forward to send bobber, split-shot and nymph whistling back upriver to plop loudly into the current for another trip.
It was on one of these retrieves that a hefty old brown trout, snatched the fly on the upswing and was hooked, quite by accident, as I went to recast. With no slack at all in the line, the battle was on immediately. The wily old brown, feeling the bite of the hook, threw himself into the heavy current and began working toward the far bank where the remains of a submerged willow lay, waiting to hopelessly entangle my line.
The fish was heavy and I can still remember how its violent head shaking jerked at my arms and shoulders as I clung desperately to the cork rod handle with both hands.
Thank God for the thick heavy monofilament line that came with those old reels.
I could probably have pulled up a truck from the river bottom without risking a break.
In a panic I looked upriver to see my grandfather standing on the bank, watching me with an unreadable expression. He slowly raised his old Zippo and lit the fresh cigarette that dangled from his lip. Then, he stuffed both hands deep into his pockets of his overalls and wordlessly leaned against a tree to watch the show.
The fight was mercifully short and I was only drug into the river as far as my knees. Gripping the rod in the crook of my arm, with the butt against my belt buckle, I made one slow, jerking crank after another, until the big fish lay great and glistening between my sneakers. I stood for a moment, my seven-year-old arms weak and shaking and stared in awe at the thick-shouldered brown, and his heavy jaw opening and closing slowly.
Tossing my pole up onto the bank, and hooking several fingers of both hands through the fish's gills, I lugged the beast over to my waiting grandfather. Wordlessly he took it from me and, after knocking it once or twice with the handle of a heavy screwdriver (the working-man's priest), pulled out a much-used Buck folding knife from his pocket and cleaned the big fish there on the bank of the river.
(My mother had forbidden me, and probably very wisely, from wielding my own pocketknife as yet.)
Later, as I sat munching a cheeseburger on the drive home, my grandfather reached over and, patting my knee with a rough and wrinkled hand, smiled, and said. "That’s a hell of a fish you got there, boy."
Not the most expressive of men, this was highest praise and affection from Granddad, and I basked in its warmth with a child's delight.
In that hot, stuffy corner of my parents attic, I opened the stiff aluminum lid of that old fly box and surveyed the time tattered remains of a dozen or so little black nymphs, in four even lines, each fly identical to the one next to it.
This was so indicative of my grandfather's stolid, practical personality that I smiled as I slipped the box into my pocket. This was, by god, the fly that worked and so why would he buy anything else?
My Grandfather passed away a year or so after that day on the river. He had been a hard man, and a hard man to know, but I wish I had had a little more time to try. Maybe I would take these flies down to the bank of the Tualatin some hot summer morning and see if there were any big browns still lurking in there.
Granddad had been right, it was a hell of a fish.
- ppp
Now’s the Time
For Bryan
I watched the news in disbelief.
As the first tower crumbled, even the savvy newscaster was lost for words, and an echoing silence filled my living room as the world changed forever. I called my wife and we prayed together as she wept.
When I picked up the phone again, I dialed the familiar number of my old friend and fishing partner, Bryan. We had planned to feign illness that Wednesday and hit the road early for our favorite river, hoping for an early October Caddis hatch. His voice was subdued when he answered and the usual cheerful riot of children was only silence in the background.
He said he was glad to hear from me. We spoke briefly and hung up, undecided on our plans. As I set the phone down, I thought for a moment about my friend. We had been through a lot of life together. Though only a few years my junior, he had been one of my students my first year teaching. He had stood beside me at my wedding, and I had stood beside him when his first daughter was born (more on that later).
There was a time when I mocked his use of the fly rod, sticking with redneck stubbornness to my spinning gear and worm bucket. He would smile patiently, casting his specks of thread and feathers, and endure my merciless chortling as I dredged trout from the bottom of the creek with bait and weight. He didn't even harangue me (too much) when I finally came around to the siren song of the dry fly, and retired my spinning rod to the far dusty reaches of the garage.
Twice, fishing trips were cut short, rods and vests were unceremoniously piled atop still-dripping waders, and a mad signal-running dash was made for home as his wife ungraciously went into early labor on opening weekend of trout season. (Twice mind you!) When I held his firstborn in my arms early one spring morning, I was still damp from the knees down, river water seeping from my boots and into the hospital carpet. Later we stood in the parking lot and smoked the cigars I had packed for sharing around the campfire.
We still chuckle at the photographs from that morning as we stood, grinning shamelessly, unbathed and unshaven next to a starched white hospital bed, our fly dotted fishing hats atop our heads. Then there was the time, crashing through the woods, that my foot crushed a wasp nest buried beneath the waist-high brush. My friend turned to see me enveloped within a swarming cloud of enraged insects, unable to escape the brambles surrounding me.
True friend that he was, he forced his way back to me and, suffering his share of stings, helped drag me up the slope and away.
We have gotten lost together in some of the most breathtakingly beautiful places in all God's creation. Shadowy mountain streams, gurgling their way through towering, moss- enshrouded forests. Frozen lakes lying in secret among the dips and valleys of the Cascade mountains, even great, frothing coastal rivers, roaring and swollen with winter floods. We have stood together, in each of these places, and asked each other in hushed tones, "So, where in the hell are we?"
Probing the January rivers for winter steelhead, I watched my friend lose his footing and get sucked beneath the raging current, simply disappearing midsentence. I've known some long moments in my life, but few were longer than that winter silence, standing in a storm swollen river wondering if he would surface. It's amazing what can go through the mind in the span of a few breaths, but the picture of myself standing at his door as his wife and children answered, is one that will long haunt me.
He finally did reappear, several yards downriver, laughing and cursing the frigid water.
The car.
A great, smoking, beige station wagon, early eighties vintage, that he pulled up to my door in, grinning with pride at his new "fishing car". (My hound pup did the honor of inaugurating the backseat on that maiden voyage, much to the outrage of the owner.)
I have eaten cold burgers in the front seat, and sizzling steaks, fresh from the campfire, as we sat side by side on the back bumper, the sun dipping below the canyon walls and casting long purple shadows across the desert floor. We've hauled water up the side of Mt. Hood to refill a steaming radiator, and tied sloppy flies on the dashboard as we rushed across the state for the Deschutes River stonefly hatch.
I wasn't there the day the wagon was finally towed to its eternal rest, but I've somehow always felt cheated, like one uninvited to the funeral of deceased friend.
Bryan's one heck of a fly angler, too. A casual flip of the wrist will place a #20 pale morning dun within an inch of a midstream boulder, again and again. He was "skittering" caddis flies and taking deep bellied red-sides from the back eddies of the Crooked river before either of us had ever heard of the technique.
As I read back over what I have written here, I realize it has the feel of a eulogy, and I'm reminded of a saying that my Grandmother, long passed on, was fond of:
"If you think there's praise that due him, now's the time to give it to him, for he cannot read his gravestone once he's gone."
I want my friend to know, now, that I treasure those moments; those long silent hours that we have plied the rivers together, and the words that have passed between us on the way there and back again. I want him to know that he is more than just the guy I call when the trout come whispering to me in my sleep, but that he is my friend.
So, if time does come calling for him first, or if the river chooses to keep him on some foggy winter morning, or if, God forbid, he finds himself in a building that comes crashing to the ground, I want him to know that I would return to the water, to cast my bits of thread and feather into the eddies. And, though a little joy would be gone from it, I would still catch fish, and I would remember him.
The day following that great devastation found me standing in the river alongside my friend. The soft murmur of the current was a soothing song of comfort, the trout were rising with wild abandon, and the fishing was wonderful.
-ppp
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