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Chapter 1 — the elk

Climbing a steg ridge with abadkpadk on quckly reminds aperson d their true age.
When | was yourger, | could have run upthis hill with a padk onmy bad. Unfortunately,
that was afew decales ago.

When the gametrail | had been foll owing up the side of the steep ridge finally leveled
out | was huffing and pufing like 'the littl e engine who could' from the children's dory.
A neaby falen treemade awelcome sea. Oncel caught my breah, | took the
oppatunity to tighten and retie my shoelaces.

The first hint that something was about to happen was the sound d atwig snapping in the
forest nea thetrail. Then, withou another sound,alarge bull elk stepped from the
woods. He stopped only part way onto the trail and swung his head towards me, clealy
baffled by my presence

When the dk stepped from thetrees, | frozein
place barely 20 fed away. What littl e breeze
there was came from the northwest and
caried my scent away from him. Leaning
forward, with a shoelacein eat hand, |
appeaed to be alarge bump onthelog. Even
though he didn't know what | was, he was 4ill
clealy puzzled. He took a step closer trying to
determine just what this grange gparition
might be.

A mature bull ek isavery large animal. This
onewas a'Royal’ with six paints on ead side.
The palished tips of his antlers gleamed in the
sunlight. They appeaed to be very sharp. |
suddenly redized that | could be in danger.

| was abou to sit up and say, "bod’ when the

elk finally caught my scent. He whirled aroundand dsappeaed into the woods. He
moved faster than | could believe possble for such alarge animal. The sounds of his
passage edoed through the forest for a seemingly long whil e before they faded away.

"Wow", was the only thing | could think of to say. That's when | redized | had held my
breah throughou the encounter. My legs were shaky when | stood up.l blamed it onthe
climb, bu | knew better. This was definitely a'close encourter’ of the natural kind.

Chapter 2
The encourter with the dk happened onthe second day of athreeday solo-badpadking

trip in the Pigeon River State Forest. The aeaislocated in the northeastern pation d the
Lower Peninsula of Michigan.



Thetrip had started in southeastern Michigan ona Friday afternoon.! left work at
lunchtime dter telli ng the bossl needed to take cae of apersonal problem Thiswas no
lie. Persondly, | was sck of the dty and reeded some quality time dong atrout stream. |
was hiking along atrail through the woods northeast of Gaylord lessthan four hous | ater.

August isn't exadly known for its premium fly hatches, but as the old saying goes - “the
best timeto go fishing is when you can.” Thiswas when | foundtime to get away to the
sanctuary of the north woods.

Asfar asthe native and stocked brookies were concerned, it might as well have been

June. They had destroyed several Royal Coachmen dry flies during the first evening's
fishing. | was well pleased with the start of my
threeday badkpadking trip.

The Pigeon River is one of many fine trout
streams in nathern Michigan. It rises east of
Gaylord and flows generally north urtil it enters
Mullet Lake, whichisjust south of Cheboygan.

Theriver flows through a sparsely popuated,
andin some caes unpopuated, forest. Wading
is easy throughou much o its length, thanks to
the sandy bottom and, mostly, gentle aurrent.
The habitat is perfed for mayflies, and hence,
for trout. The aeahas svera well-maintained
hiking trail s that follow theriver in places,
which makes it agrea spot for backpadking.

| first fished the Pigeon as a youngster with my

father and urcle. | took my son camping along
the river when he was threeyeas old. Through the yeas, I've visited the river many
times, always bringing away a degoer appredation d the beauty of the aea Thistrip was
no exception.

The hike began nea the Cornwall floodng and followed a main trail for abou an hou
until | took a side-trail that followed the @murse of the river more dosely. When | thought
| had hiked about threeto four miles from the road (probably redly only two miles) |
looked for aplaceto set up camp for the night. The spat | foundwas nea the bottom of a
ridge and reated by way of agametrall. It offered aflat spot large enough for my tent
and asmall campfire. That'sall | needled.

Chapter 3

Camp was upin abou fifteen minutes, including arain trench aroundthe tent. At the end
of another half hour, | had enouwgh firewood gathered for my campfire that night. My fly
rodwas sung and ready not long after.

| had packed along alight pair of stocking waders and apair of canvas doesto wea
while | waded. Sinceit was August, | didn't need to worry abou staying warm. The dee
flieswere bad down nea the stream, so | pulled a bug net over the brim of my soft golf
hat. | was ready to go.



The spot where | entered the stream
was like much of the Pigeon, abou
two fed deg with a sandy bottom.
Therewas afallen treelying in the
river upstrean on my left and
another amost straight acossfrom
me. | eased ou into the stream until
| had room to cast.

The Pigeon hdds brown, rainbow,

and krooktrout. I’ ve been abrook

trout fan sincel caught my first one

asaboy. They are abeautiful fish and are usually easier to foal than arainbow or brown.
The brook trout in the Pigeon are generally small, athough twelve-inchers and larger are
not unknawn.

The State of Michigan stocks the Pigeon with brook trout every yea. The smaller,
hatchery raised fish are relatively easy to cach. The larger, more experienced brookies
andthose born in the stream require alittl e more fines<e. | dedded to start with a
traditional brook trout fly — the Royal Coadhmen dry fly.

On my third cast, there was aflash of color and then aquick swirl at the fly asit drifted
by the end d the log. A dlight lift of the wrist was enough to set the hookand | was into
thefirst fish of thetrip.

Even onthe light rod and 6X tippet, | could tell it wasn't avery large fish. It wasn't long
before | had abeautiful eight-inch brook trout in the net. | took afew moments to admire
its beauty before diding it gently bad into the stream.

Brook trout are anong the most beautiful of fishes. The badk is olive-green to dark brown

with lighter sides and a sil very white belly. Wormlike marks and spots cover the sides.

The spoats are white or red with ablue halo. The fins are often orange with awhite stripe
onthe leading edge and
abladk stripe @oweit. In
thefall, the larger males
aquire ahooked jaw
andthe mlorsare even
more vivid.

By thetime | was

through, | had landed
over adozen brookies ranging in size from seven inches to ore very nicefish of nealy
twelve inches. Almost al of them hit a Royal Coachman dry fly. Two hit asmall dea-
hair grasshopper imitation and oretook alarge blac ant tied onasize 18 hook.| kept
one ten-inch fish for dinner and released all of the others unharmed.

Chapter 4

As onas| got badk to camp, | started afire and soon hed the trout grilli ng on an
improvised hdder made from green branches. Before going fishing, | had set some dried



mushrooms and dried peasto soak in the last of my bottled water. | would have to puify
river water for everything from this point on. Thisis exadly what | did for the ricethat
acompanied the trout. Dessert was an apple turnover | had puchased at a cnvenience
store on the way north.

Weight is always an isaue in badkpadking,
even when only hiking a short distance &
was onthistrip. That doesn't mean you can't
ed goodfood. Spicesweigh pradicdly
nothing and enhance any med. | seasoned
the trout with salt and pepper and sprinkled
it with rosemary. Thyme, salt, and pepper
served to flavor the ricewith mushrooms,
while salt and lemon pepper were perfed for
the peas.

Brooktrout are nat only beautiful they are dso tasty. Few fish surpassthem, na even
wall eye from anorthern lake or Lake Superior whitefish. No med ever tasted finer.

The Milky Way appeaed in the darkening sky while | ate. The sparks that floated into

the ar from my small fire seamed to betrying to join the stars in the sky. The badkground
noises | had head duing the day, mostly the cdls of birds, slowly faded away as twili ght
faded into night. Then, with full dark, the mosquitoes came and sent me diving for my
head net. The mosquitoes only stayed for abou thirty minutes and then they too faded
away as the temperature dropped.

Gathering firewood rea agoodcampsite can be ared chore, bu onceyou are sitting

aroundthe firein the evening all that time and eff ort sean minor compared to the

pleasure the fire brings. Espedally, when you are done in the woods with nomore
protedion than awhippy fly rod and
an air horn to scare avay any
unwelcome visitors.

| sat by the fire for several hours that
night, feeding it another pieceof wood
whenever it began to de down. It was
extremely caming, except when |
head the sound d alarger animal
moving nea the canpsite. Each time
this happened, | felt alittl e flush of
adrenaline acompanied by an
increase in my pulse.

Michigan's woods are generaly a

safer placethan a aty, bu wild dags

and Had beas have been known to
attadk lone humans on \ery rare occasions. My heat quickly cdmed ead time, becaise |
asumed these were d@ther racaons looking for amed aong the stream or dee coming
to the stream for adrink. | had washed my utensils and buied the remains of my dinner
quite adistancefrom my camp, so | didn't exped to attrad any large animals, namely a
bea, in seach of food.



Being aone in the woods, miles from the nearest road, is a very different experiencethan
putting up atent in aregular campground.It seems to sharpen the senses.

Even the smplest task can be life threaening when thereis no help neaby. When I'm
aoneinthewoods | dorit step ontop d alog that islaying aadossthetrail, | walk around
it. A slip could mean asprained ankle or worse. | have no desire to crawl five miles with
abroken leg, so | usualy move caitiously and am constantly aware of everything around
me. Before the trip was over | would be reminded just how quickly a situation can turn
dangerous.

This heightened awarenessis what always pull s me bad to the woods for solo
excursions. | imagineit is, in some ways, the same thing that draws people to attempt
long solo journeysin a sail boat, which is omething else that appeds to me.

The mockingbirds darted singing aroundmidnight. Heaing birds at night made me
curious abou what time it was, so | chedked my watch for the first time sinceleaving the
ca. When | saw how late it was it seaned like agoodtimeto cdl it anight and shortly
theredter | was sundaslee.

Chapter 5

Dawn came and went several hours before | awoke. | crawled from my bed and looked at
the stream, debating whether to fish here again or move onto anaother camping spat. The
desire to seenew surroundngs made the dedsion easy. It took allittl e longer to padk up
then it had to set up, bu | was oonrealy to move on. This sde of the river was against a
large ridge, so | climbed the game trail to the hiking trail at the top.

It isdifficult enough to climb a stego ridge
withou an extrathirty or forty pounds onyour
badk, which explains why | was breahing
heavily when | readed the top. A falen pine
treewas wide enough to make a omfortable
sed. That's when the dk stepped from the
Woods.

When the encourter was over and my breahing
had returned to namal (and the weaknessin my
knees had gone avay) | started along the trail .
For the most part, the path woundalong the high
groundabowe theriver.

The August sun made me thankful for the
breeze that moved through the trees on the top
of the ridges. The breeze faded away onthe
lower stretches, bu these were usually shaded
from the sunand lrought their own kind d
reli ef.

The swed was oonwashing the stink of the aty from my pores. Within minutes, my
hatband was aked and dd littl e to keep the sweda from runnng into my eyes. After an
estimated half hour of steady hiking, | stopped to take abreaher andto tie asweaband



aroundmy foreheal. | was glad I'd brought extra socks, becaise | had afeding | would
probably have to change them at least once during the day.

Theriver continually pulled at me with its alure of cod water and kright fish. | resisted
the cdl, because | wanted to push my out-of-shape body for at least another hour.

Ead step seamed to loosen my muscles alittl e more and | soonfelt stronger than | had at
the beginning of the day. My pacepicked upas | began to fall i nto the pigeon-toed stride
of along distancehiker.

The tendency, when carrying a badkpadk, isto lean forward and let the weight of the padk
push you along the trail. Knowing this, | deliberately lifted my head to look around
occasionally as | moved along the sandy trail.

It is easy to missthingsin the woods if you are not paying attention. Thereis adifference
between looking and seeng. Most people will | ook right past something if it isimmobile.
Others are so caught up in their thoughts that they can't seesomething right under their
fed. And, sometimesit iswhat you dort seethat is sgnificant.

Withou my naticing the change, the woods had grown quieter. It took afew moments to
redize what had changed. The nuthatchers and wrens that had been flitti ng about in the
underbrush seaned to have disappeaed. | looked aroundfor areason that would explain
their vanishing. That's how | happened to spaot the bald eagle.

Chapter 6

The eale was stting on abarren branch onthe far side of theriver. The white feahers
onits head shore brightly in the sun,
whil e the body appeaed almost pure
blad with bronze highlights. The
head was turned in my diredionand |
wondered haw long it had been
watching my approach. This ssemed
like an excdlent time to take another
bre&k, so | eased behind some brush
and shrugged ou of my badkpadk.

Eagles have anazing eyesight and |
knew | wouldn't be ale to watch
withou him(her?) knowing | was
there. The only thing | could dowas to
move very slowly and appea as non
threaening as possble. Usualy abird
in this stuation would dedde to move
to alesscrowded spot. Today though,
| wasin luck.

While | was behind the brush | pulled my head net over my faceto cut down onthe glare
and then eased forward urtil there was only athin screen of branches between the eale
and . Before long, he ather forgot abou me or dismissed the threa | pased and returned
his attention to the businessat hand - fishing.



Many people dorit know that abald eagle’s main det isfish. While they are not above
scavenging for their food,as Benjamin Franklin often panted ou, they are truly superb at
taking fish nea the surfaceof the water.

The farseeng eyes <anned the river for the slightest movement. The high perch al owed
the masterful fish predator to seedeg under the water's surface | was close enough to
seethe dlight movements the bird took when it spotted anything of interest in the stream.

The minutes dipped by and | was beginning to think thiswas al | would see Then
suddenly, the egle hunched forward and dropped from the branch. A few flaps of the
wings brought it up to speed as it swooped for the surfacebel ow.

Thefinal strike was aurprisingly clean, with oy asmall splash asthe eale'stalons
entered the water. Seaonds after leaving, the branch the egle was gruggling skyward
with abright fish clenched firmly in bah fed. The silvery color and slight blush of red
along the side of the fish identified it as arainbow trodui.

Oncethe egle had cleaed the tredops, it went into a dimbing turn that took it north. |
stoodand watched urtil fish and kird vanished from sight. It was easy to picture the
avaricious ealets waiting anxiously for their next med. | determined to kegp my eyes
open for the nest, so | could avoid disturbing the parents as | passed by. In the end, |
never did seethe nest or cach sight of the e@le or its mate again.

Chapter 7

With the excuse for my bregk gone, | shrugged into my badkpadk and started nath along
thetrail i n the wake of the eale. | was ssonwishing | had wings to fly over the ground
instead of ploddng along one step at atime. It wasn't long before | could nolonger resist
the pull of theriver so | started looking for that day's campsite.

Thetrail had split shortly after |
started hiking again, with the high
trail wandering away from theriver.
The lower trail | ooked like it would
be tough going through baggy
groundand thickets of tag alders, so
| stayed upabowve. This oon poved
to be amistake & the high tralil
woundfurther and further away
from the stream.

After fifteen or twenty minutes of

steady walking, there was gill no

sign that the trail would curve bad to theriver. It was time to make adedsion. The smart
thing would have been to badktradk to the fork in the trail and proceeal downnriver from
there. Of course, | usually choose the hard way to doanything so | dedded to strike west
off thetrail until | readed theriver. Oh, what fun.

At first, it wasn't too ked, although the ground dd slope avay beneah my fed, which
forced meto balancethe padk with the strength of my legs. | was osonto wish that was



the worst of what | had to go through. When | reated the bottom of the hill and moved
forward through the woods | naticed that the groundwas becoming softer and soonfound
myself onthe alge of a cedar swamp. This was anather chancefor someone to make the
right dedsion, bu not me.

| didn't relish the dimb badk upthe hill and atwenty-minute hike just to get bad to
where I'd been ahalf hou ago. | dedaded to push ahead - after al, I'd hurted in cedar
swamps many times. Mistake number three

The Pigeonis ring fed and it was sonapparent that | had stumbled upon oe of the
areas of springs. The groundsoon lecane soft and | foundmyself hoppng from high
spot to high spat with aheary padk onmy badk. Occasionaly, | would slip or misjudge
the distance and was ooncovered to my knees with evil-smelli ng bladk muck.

It seamed like hours, but was probably no more than a half hou before | saw the light
increase éhead of me. | doult | traveled more than a quarter mile in that time, becaise of
the aooked trail | took through the swamp. The tag alders | had to force through when |
neaed the stream were only aminor obstade dter what | had just endured.

Thankfully, there was no fellow angler nea to olserve my terrible fishing etiquette & |
splashed into the stream full y clothed. | bent my knees and scooped up handfuls of clea,
cold water to bath my swedaing face | was glad | didn't have amirror or | might have
been frightened by the red glare | knew my facemust have been giving off.

Oncethe muck had washed from my pants, | moved to the bank, sat with my fed in the
water, and talli ed upmy progressover the last hour or so. On flat land, with no @ad, |
usualy cover abou four milesan hou. | doult I do more than half that onan upand
down trail with apadk onmy badk. | redized it was very possble that | was no more than
a half-mile from where the trail had forked - certainly no more than threequarters of a
mile What awaste of time and effort. Oh well, | had wanted some exercise.

Chapter 8

The worst part, now that the swamp was behind me, was that there was no suitable place
to camp in sight. The trail down this gde of the river had vanished and | didn't fed like
fighting through the vegetation along the bank urtil | foundit again. That left the
oppdasite bank.

Sincemy clothes and hiking boas were drealy wet, | saw noreasonwhy | shoudnt just
find aspot to wade acossthe strean and then foll ow the far bank urtil | founda suitable
camping spot. Mistake number four.

As| mentioned ealier, the Pigeon is mostly shall ow, with a sandy bottom. That's true of
most areas, bu | had just moved through a muck fill ed swamp and shoud have known
that thiswas abad placeto cross What made it tempting was the same thing that made it
hazardous, the stream had widened and slowed through this dretch.

After tightening the straps on my pad, | moved cautiously out into the aurrent. | could
seethe bottom through the dea water so there was littl e danger of losing my footing on
an urseen rock or log. | cautiously pushed ore foot aheal of the other and was onin
midstrean with the water nea thetop d my thighs.



Everything was going well until suddenly my forward foot sank past the ankle. Luckily, |
caught my balance before falli ng facefirst into the streamn. The suction d the sand and
water had my foat in atight grip that didn't seam like it would ever let go. | had a brief
flash of humor at my situation and gctured some lone angler stumbling uponmy skeleton
sometime in the future. | might die with my bods on, like an dd-time gunfighter.

The humor of the situation soon vanished as | strugged to pul my foot free No matter
what | tried, it wouldn't come lose. | must have been ared sight standing in the midde of
the stream with my armsflaili ng abou and cursing a blue strek that would have made a
drill sergeant envious. The padk onmy badk and the aurrent flowing against my legs
made it difficult to kegp my balance That's when | made mistake number five.

Frustrated at the esurdity of my situation | gave astrong pull and lunged bad at the
same time. Thetight grip onmy boa locsened, bu so dd my hold onmy balance Over |
went. Now my situation was reversed. My legs were in the ar above me while my head
was under water.

| twisted urtil 1 was facedown and scrambled for footing on the loose battom. By the
time | managed to slow my journey downstream | had drifted several yards. The water
was never more than waist-degp and at notime did | fed like | was in any danger. The
only red damage was to my ego.

Thiswas one of those times | was truly thankful not to have a @mpanion with me onthe
hike. No ore had witnessed my humiliation, except for afew birds and fish. That is, the
ones | hadn't scared away with my blundering. | felt humiliated, pu upon,and stupid all
at the sametime.

As onas| had foundmy foating, | splashed the rest of the way to the far bank and
crawled ou of theriver like ahalf-drowned rat. | rolled orto my bad with the padk
propping me up and stared at theriver. | glared at the water as if somehow it had been at
fault for the asurd situation. My angry mutterings oontrailed off and | gave asnort of
laughter. "Some grea woodsman you are, old man,” | said aloud.

Chapter 9

It may seem strange, bu I've naticed that my readion to a narrow escgpeis usualy a
period d hil arity after the fad. Moments after leaving the water the forest was ringing
with my laughter. | shookwith urcontroll able laughter until it finally trail ed away into
gulpsfor air. That'swhen | finally began to think abou the consequences of my risky
behavior.

Here | was, soaking wet, with wet gea, and still no daceto spend the night. Thankfully,
it was ealy afternoonand | had penty of time until the sunwent down. A quick chedk of
my gea showed that littl e of consequence had gotten wet (espedally the half roll of toil et
paper) thanks to the plastic bags | had used for waterproofing. | quickly changed into dry
clothes and pu onthe canvas hoes | used for wading.



My hat was long gone. | hoped it was caught
against this bank somewhere downstream. It would
be slow going while | seached for it. The sleging
bag was in awaterproof nylon bag. What littl e
water managed to findits way inside would soon
dry if | could find aplaceto sprea it in the sun.
Everything else had come through fine, except for
my ego and the camera.

| removed the batteries from the canera and stuffed
it badk into the pad. Further maintenance would
have to wait until | had some distill ed water to use
asarinse axdan ovento dryitin- | hoped it would
be dl right. | paded everything away and started in
seach of my hat.

The mood d the day had changed. The sun still shorein the doudess simmer sky, the
birds gill chirped and twittered in the woods, and the trout still swam in the stream, bu
my enjoyment of the surroundngs had dampened along with the rest of me. The travail s
of the last coupe of hous were enough to sour even an eterna optimist, such as myself.

The next day and a half no longer seamed like such a grea adventure. | aimost wished |
had stayed at the last campgroundand spent the day fishing. | stopped mid-pace ad
stared dff into space adthen | literally shookthat mood df. An observer might have
likened me to adog shaking water out of his coat. Once aain, | started forward, thistime
with arenewed enthusiasm.

That enthusiasm justified. | foundmy hat snagged against the nea bank onthe next bend
in theriver. After wringing it out, | put it onmy head. The @ma dampnesswas awelcome
relief from the mid-day sun. Once more | set forth, thistime looking abou for the perfed
placeto camp.

Theland in this areawas uninviting, flat and, in places, wet. Even the river had become
flat and unnteresting. There were probably suitable places further bad in the woods, bu
| wanted to be dose enough to hea

the water gurgling as | drifted into

sleg. | also wanted better looking

fishing water. There was nothing to do

but forge heda.

Fifteen minutes later, the ground on

my side of the river began to rise.

Soonl cameto aspat that wasten to

fifteen fed abowve theriver. This ste

had obviously been used for a

campsite before | foundit. There were

traces of afire and aher signs that

someone had been there before me. | scuffed at the groundlooking for rocks or treeroats
andfound nom. | turned in a drcle and surveyed the surroundngs. Everything looked
perfed. Time to settle down for the day.



Chapter 10

It took longer to set up camp thistime. | had to spread all of my wet gea in the sun. After
emptying my pad, | removed it from the frame and turned it inside out. The aeasoon
resembled the dtermath of atornado, with things grewn will y-nill y aroundmy small
tent. The chores were dedt with in short order. Now | could turn my attention to the
fishing.

The higher groundalong the banks had narrowed the stream, which caused it to bah
degoen and quicken. From my higher vantage point, | could see afair sized hde d the
next bend and numerous sunken logs that made excdlent cover for any trout who dedaded
to set up howsekegping in this gretch. Timeto pu the rod together and start fishing.

The day before | had concentrated oncaching brook trout, today | dedded to go after the

more discriminating, and therefore harder to cach, rainbowns and krowns that inhabit the
Pigeon. This might require some
careful thought, given the time of day
andthetime of yea.

It was highly unlikely that | would
take many trout on adry fly during the
middle of the dternoonin August. A
quick perusal of my fly box showed
that my options were fairly limited.

The grasshopper imitation might

work, becaise of the lower ground

upstream from this edion. A large
blad ant might also work if I could get it badk under overhanging branches. Of course,
there was the ever-useful Mudder Minnow or the dways-prodictive Hare's Ear nymph,
but | wanted to try to coax the trout to the surface

Before going any further, | shoud makeit clea that I'm not afishing snob.1 dorit use a
fly rod, because of fishing history or prejudice | often choase to use afly rod simply
becaiseit isso much funto cach afish onafly. It can aso be the most effedive method
to takefish.

Just last spring, my sonand | were fishing asmall | ake nea Fenton, Michigan. It was
ealy in bass ®as0n and the bluegill swere in the shall ows. | strung my fly rod and
quickly landed a dozen or more eding size 'gill sin ashort stretch of reads. In that
situation, it was sSmply the best tod for the job - caiching shall ow water bluegill s. At
ancther time or place you might have foundme using a bobker and (gasp) worm.

The dedsionto use adry fly onthis day was mostly for the challenge. | only needed ore
medium size fish for my dinner and | didn't redly careif | spent the rest of the day trying
to cach it. After all, it wasn't asif | had abusto catch.

A small dee-hair hopper seaned like the right lure to start with, so | quickly tied ore on,
then strolled down the side of the hill and eased into the water.

Whil e watching the water from abowve, | had spotted what | thought were two trout hiding
under logs onthe far side of the stream. It was an easy cast. Thefirst cast fell exadly



where | was aiming and | beamed with pleasure. The smile soonfaded as cast after cast
ended without any sign o fish.

After ten casts, or so, | started thinking abou changing flies. That's when | redized the
previous evening's fishing had spoiled me. Here | was, fishing adry fly in August and |
expeded a strike minutes after | had started fishing. | shrugged my shouders to settle the
straps on my waders and settled down for a serious bou of fishing.

Thirty minutes later, | had fished dovn to the bend and dedded to leare the stream and
walk downstream. | had been too casual when | started, now | dedded to use everything |
knew to work the water. The best option would be to take ahike downstrean and then
work badk upstrean to the canp. That way the fly would always be working fresh water
as| cast quartering upstream. A quick hike downstream put mein pasition.

Chapter 11 — the bumblebee

Sincethe hopper had proven unpoductive, it was time to change flies. There must be
something abou fishing that aff eds the memory. Perhaps that is why fishing stories
change as time goes by. The cntents of my fly box hadn't changed in the last half hour,
yet | stared at thefliesasif I'd never seen them before. Finaly, | plucked ou my favorite
fly, an Adams, andtied it onthe tippet.

Feding alittle more cnfident, | laid ou the
first cast. Thirty of forty casts later there was
till nostrike. Not even a swirl below thefly.
Time to change tadics.

| was reluctant to give up on ay flies o easly,
but | was fast running out of ideas. There was
onefly I had looked at and dsmissd ealier that
| dedaded to try - a bumblebeeimitation. I'd
never had any luck with ore before, bu what
the hed, it was worth ashat. | tied it onand
then eased into a new casting spot.

Thefirst cast fell short of my target, back under some low-lying branches along the far
bank. After ashort float, | tried again. Thistime the fly readed further under the
branches, bu was 4gill short of my target. The next cast was nea perfed. A slow line-
mending drift produced nahing, like erery other cast thisday. | fired anather cast back
into the shade.

The blad and yellow fly aimost landed onthe bank and then hurg up kriefly on some
fernstraili ng in the water before drifting through the run. That's when the first strike of
the day quickened my pulse. The strike was dhort of the mark and then anather strike
camejust as| set the hook onthefirst one. My readion was a split secondtoo fast, which
caused the trout to miss Now | was getting excited.

It was unlikely both strikes had come from the same fish, sincethey were so close
together. A more likely explanation was that the first strike was by a small er fish that had
been thrown dff its mark by alarger fish. The larger fish would have been the second
strike.



There was noreasonto hury the next cast, so | let the fish rest for a cugde of minutes
before making ancther cast. This onefell short of the bank by afoaot. The drift was close
to, bu nat exadly the same asthefirst cast - nathing, na even aswirl. | hoped | hadn't
put down the only fish | had seen today.

The next cast readied further under the branches, again amost touching the bank. It had
drifted nomore than threefed before there was a surge & the fly. A quick lift of my
foream and | wasinto what felt like anicefish.

After ashort fight, | slid the net under anice, eleven o twelve inch brown trout. The fly
was hooked firmly in the crner of hisjaw. It wastoo ealy in the day to think abou
keeping afish for dinner, so | released him with nomore damage than asmall hdein his
jaw and ablow to his ego.

Hooking that trout had made me redize that | had been fishing the wrong part of the
strean. The cats | had made over bottom structure had yielded nostrikes, becaise the
current undercut the banks in this gretch. Brown trout love undercut banks when there is
enough current to supdy them with oxygen.

With my faith in my fishing prowessrestored, | set out to cach his big brother.

Chapter 12

Two hous later, | was remembering the Bible quae - "Pride goeth before afall". Those
two hous had produced nary abite. | was beginning to think that | would be eding dried
jerky for dinner. Jerky is not exadly my favorite dinner entrée

I had thrown everything | had in my fly box at the fish, with notakers. A coupe of times,
when | sat onthe bank for a short bre&, | even foundmyself eyeing the forest floor for
worms. Luckily, for the sake of my fly fishing ego, nahing suitable for bait made an
appeaance

As the day wore on the sky began to cloud ower and the breeze picked upstrength. It
began to look like the wld front the weatherman had forecast was going to arrive aday
ealy. | hoped | waswrong, but continued to keep an eye onthe sky as | fished.

The old saying abou asilver lining in every cloud poved true within an hou of the
appeaance of thefirst clouds. Either the dimmer light or asudden urge to ed before a
storm seamed to trigger afeeding spreefor the trouit.

The brown trout | had caught ealier was the only fish | landed in over threehours of
fishing. Oncethe douds covered the sky, | caught four fish in a twenty-minute span. The
fourth fish was diding badk into the water when the first raindrops hit the badk of my
ned. It turned into adownpou before | readied the bank.

Camp was only a short hike badk upstrean and | made goodtime moving along the bank
of the stream.

Thankfully, | had returned to camp ealier in the day and moved the ar-dried clothes and
sleging bag into the tent. At the time, | was more ancerned with ticks and bugs getting



into them than | was abou rain. If I'd left them out until the rain started, | would have had
to spend a miserable night hudded in my tent.

Ever spend twelve housin asmall
tent by yourself? It gets boring very
quick. It was posshleto read at first,
but the light faded quickly and 1 found
myself lying on my bad staring at the
roof of the tent for several hous.
Abou al | could dowas liethere and
think.

Dinner turned ou to be some jerky
and a granadla bar washed dovn with
purified stream water. The only light |
had was asmall flashlight, nat redly
suitable for reading, although | did try

for awhil e.

Before long the rain eased upalittl e from the original downpour. It sounded like it might
last for quite awhile. | dont redly know when | drifted dff to leep. | do knav that when
| awoke during the night, because of afull bladder, that it was 4gill raining. | struggled
into my parka, braved the weaher for a cupe of minutes, and then crawled bad into my
deguing bag. | was badk aslegp aimost immediately - a side benefit from all of the
exercise | had gotten the last two days.

The next morning dawned cold, wet, and gray. Bre&fast was the last granda bar -
strawberry, if | remember rightly. | padked everything inside of the tent and then crawled
out to facethe day.

Ten minutes later, | was driding down the trail towards the ca. The hike badk would take
at least four hous, na apleasant prosped in therain.

This day foundme ploddng along with my faceturned down. There were no animals
moving in the forest and no hrds flitti ng among the undergrowth. There was just the wet
forest, therain, and thetrail - for hour after hour.

For entertainment, | kept running the events of the last coude of days through my mind.
Surprisingly, by the time | readed the ca, | waslooking forward to the next time | could
get away like this.

The highlight of the trip was definitely the encournter with the dk. To this day, whenever
| am in the woods and hea atwig snap my thoughts flash badk to that encourter. In my
mind, | can seethetips of hisantlers glinting in the sunjust as clealy as| could onthat
day, fiveyeasago. Thevision d awild bl ek standing only fed away is burned into
my memory for life.

the end



