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More praise for Paul Quarrington’s

FISHING WITH MY OLD GUY 

“This epic quest for ‘the largest brookie ever’ … is as hilarious as a guy in hip-waders being chased through the gorse by a moose. We were hooked!”

—James West Davidson and John Rugge, authors of Great Heart and The Complete Wilderness Paddler 

“Quarrington is a hard-core, utterly hopelessly addicted fly fisher. He is also, fortunately for him, a guy with a great, slightly twisted sense of humour. When the fishing and the writing run together, as they do in this book, it’s a charming mix.”—Vancouver Sun 

“It’s all here—the fly-fishing obsession in its most extreme forms, the quests and fallings-off, the delicious fish-talk, and the brilliant writing that brings it all together. Paul Quarrington is a memorable piscatorial storyteller— hilarious, fishy, unstoppable, and very wise.”

—Nick Lyons, author of Full Creel 

“A wondrous novelty—a delightful fishing book by a novelist. [These] folks bound through the book … saying stuff that will keep you rolling in laughter … Quarrington’s entire book glows from the constant presence of words used well.”

—David L. Hughes, author of An Angler’s Astoria 

“By the end, it is impossible not to care for this motley gang, and equally impossible not be powerfully moved by Quarrington’s writing.”

—Ottawa Citizen 



“This is a book of great heart. It is also a book that will make you laugh out loud, and when everyone is asleep and you are still reading, you will nudge the person beside you and say, ‘Are you awake? Can I read you one more thing?’ ” —Stuart McLean, author of Vinyl Cafe Unplugged

“A wonderful book, witty and profound, full of splendid writing not just about fishing but friendship, wilderness, adventure, and the importance of living well.” —Howard Frank Mosher, author of Northern Borders 
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Introduction 

WHEN one is an angler, one receives many angling-related gifts. For example, I own many fish pens: many more than any man, even a guy who makes his living as a writer, would ever need. Likewise those plastic singing fishes. If you want one, just ask; they are all buried deep in boxes in my basement, and occasionally I’ll toss aside a hammer or something only to be startled by a version of “Take Me to the River,” made eerie by battery depletion, although I don’t believe these automatons are ever going to die. And T-shirts, oh, my, I have quite a collection. Some are rather odd. I have one that reads THE TROUT, THE WHOLE TROUT, NOTHING BUT THE TROUT, SO HELP ME COD; people will often read my shirt front, their faces set in expectation of laughter, and then they will reread and their faces will fall and finally they will simply walk away. My favourite T-shirt has a Gary Larsen cartoon reprinted on it. Two fishermen sit in a little dinghy; much of the background is taken up by a dark nuclear mushroom cloud. One fisher is saying to the other, “I’ll tell you what this means— no more size restrictions and to hell with the limit!”

And, of course, I have the T-shirt that boldly announces FISHING IS LIFE—EVERYTHING ELSE IS WAITING. One can purchase garments that make this proclamation about virtually every pastime and/or discipline: GOLF IS LIFE—EVERYTHING ELSE IS WAITING. SCUBA DIVING IS LIFE, GO-MOKU IS LIFE, NUDE CLOG DANCING IS LIFE—EVERYTHING ELSE IS WAITING. It is a bold and impassioned assertion, but I don’t wear the T-shirt, at least, I have relegated it to duty as jogging wear, placing it in the same drawer as the shirt that reads MY BROTHER WENT TO HAWAII AND … (You know the drawer I mean.) I don’t wear the shirt because I am old enough to remember that the statement is a version of one made by the great Karl Wallenda, who said, famously, “Life is being on the wire; everything else is waiting.” The high wire, he meant, and we know what was waiting: a parked car in San Juan, Puerto Rico, which Karl bounced off after strong winds toppled him from a wire strung between two office buildings. I think what Karl should have said, what all these T-shirts should assert, is that everything else is waiting to happen.

Which is to say, I don’t, I can’t, endorse the bifurcation of angling and existence. The two are intimately bound for me, although there are different sorts of interweavings. When everything in my life is fine and good, fishing becomes a celebration, my senses harmonizing with the surroundings. When life becomes turbulent, fishing is a respite, troubles driven away by single-mindedness. (Everything is life, fishing is waiting.) And when things are downright miserable,  the repetitive nature of the pursuit can approximate ceremony, ritual, and small, sad gods come to stand along the riverside.

So while all these pieces are about fishing, they’re not all about fishing, if you see what I mean. For one thing, I don’t fish particularly well, so instead of writing about why I’m catching any particular fish (which I rarely am), I often speculate on why I fish at all. And this is bound inextricably with my life and its vagaries. If I am sometimes in the Bahamas with my friend Jake, it is because I have fled a huge stinking mess at home. In other instances, I may have been pounded by professional setbacks or garden-variety bad luck. So it is that you will learn, in the pieces themselves and in little italicized asides, some personal details; you will suffer through my ruminations upon them.

I’m hoping that this elevates my work from the instructional to the devotional.

Not that what will follow is all gloom and despair; I will not linger on the parked cars that line the netless beneath. There will be moments of great joy. Some of these pieces were commissioned originally, and let me tell you, it is a great joy to go off fishing and have someone else pay for it. It is a great joy to go through customs and have the following discourse with the crew-cutted official.

“And what do you do for a living, Mr., um, Quareington?” 

“I’m a writer.”

“What sort of writer?”

“An outdoors writer.”

At which point the official invariably smiles and hands back my letters of transit. Nice work if you can get it, indeed.

I remember vividly my first such assignment. The editor of the fine magazine Equinox phoned up and said, “Hello, Paul? Listen, we’re interested in the West Coast sportfishing scene, and what we were thinking was to send a writer out there to one of the grand old lodges to fish for a week or so. What do you think of that idea? Paul? Paul, are you there? Does this interest you at all? Paul?”

“Oh, I’m going to say yes,” I replied, “just as soon as I’m done giggling.”
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STEELHEAD DREAMS 

I AM perched in the bow of a drift-boat, a dory shaped like a silly grin, bouncing over rocks and white water. My fingers are tightened around the gunwales. The guide, John Elzinga—significantly, a former rodeo rider—sits serenely between the oars, every so often pulling the blades through the riffle, a process that over time and distance moves the vessel from one side of the Cowichan River to the other. Yesterday, our first day on the river, I asked John what motivated this piloting, and I received an answer I didn’t much care for. Two young men—boys, really, eighteen or nineteen years of age—had ventured down the wrong side of the river. They were driven toward a sinister elbow and into a huge clay bank. The boat overturned and one of the boys was lost. “The Cowichan can be,” John told me, “pretty unforgiving.”

It is the end of March, and the water is fast and high. The Cowichan (one of the most famous, and fishy, waterways on British Columbia’s Vancouver Island) is not in particularly good shape, that being a term employed by steelheaders to describe many things  about a river, chiefly its colour, but also its size and force, maybe even its mood on any given day. Rain has fallen in the days previous, rendering the Cowichan brownish and determined. Ever since a flood last year, the banks fall away easily and the river is quick to blow out, but some sunny weather this morning has the water settling down and regaining its emerald cast.

Steelheaders not only have their own lexicon (blow out above is an example; a river in particularly poor shape might be spewing chunks), they are an altogether fascinating subspecies of Izaak Walton’s Piscator. They sport neoprene chest waders, layers of sweaters and jackets (steelheading is largely a winter sport on the West Coast) and baseball caps. Steelheaders are forever emerging from rivers wearing expressions of dazed ecstasy, as if what they just experienced was part baptism, part roller-coaster ride. I come from Ontario, where angling has a staid civility. Pickerel are sobersided fish: they pick at the bait in an overly fussy manner, and when hooked they often come to the boat with fatalistic ease. I have seen no looks of loopy transcendence on the faces of my eastern fishing compatriots.

That’s why I am trying to become a steelheader.

Yesterday John and I fished the upper section of the river above Skutz Falls, four-wheel-driving to it on old logging roads and a long strip of gravel that once bedded railway ties. I had optimistically taken my fly-fishing gear, because the water in Block 51 (the Forestry designation) was reported to be much clearer and some- what slower. “Somewhat slower” was still much faster than I could handle. My yarn fly was pulled rather harmlessly beneath the surface and only neared the bottom at the bank, there to become imbedded in the roots and branches of tumbled trees. I shortened my leader and tied in a weighted section. I tried to throw an S-cast, a technique that would lay down my line in a series of serpentine curves; the time required to straighten the line would also allow it to sink. Unfortunately this required a skill I had either lost or never acquired, so in desperation I affixed a small piece of shot near the fly. When I began casting, all this extra load imparted a violent, herky-jerky motion to the line, as though the fly were steroid-addled. John pointed helpfully toward where he thought fish might be; in this case, in the river rather than the moss-covered cottonwoods.

Soon John spotted—I stood by his side and squinted—a russet shape sitting near the bottom. I eagerly fired a succession of offerings, most of which were swept over the fish’s head. Those that made it near him were disdained. He was by no means inactive, our fish; when another shape drifted near, he pushed out like a left tackle, forcing the intruder off to one side. He then resumed his post. From beside him came a quick flash of silver, and we understood that he was not alone. Another fish, chromed so as to mirror the environment and disguise her in the river, was digging out a redd.

I laid aside my fishing gear.

STEELHEAD are, technically speaking, anadromous rainbow trout, anadromous denoting their singular travel up and down the river. In the common British Columbia parlance, they are listed with the salmons, for they share some of the life experience. After a year or two in a parent river, the steelhead fry become smolts—a process that allows their systems to deal with salt water—and they put out to sea. Three years later they are directed back by those enigmatic inner urges, back to their home river and spawning grounds, there to perform what would seem to be one of the least satisfying acts of procreation in the animal kingdom. As the male hangs dutifully nearby to drive away interlopers, the female digs out the redd and deposits her eggs. Next the male drifts over and fertilizes the eggs with milt. And that’s that, at least for the salmon who, wasted by the journey, their bodies consumed as sustenance for their own life juices, simply die.

The steelhead, however, heals and regains strength. A fish that has spawned and recuperated is called a mended kelt. It puts out to sea once more and returns to spawn again. Some even go and come home a third time. And as great a marvel as this is, there is a crude corollary: steelhead become large.

The magical division line is somewhere around fifteen pounds. Below that weight the fish are sprightly and fun to battle. Above fifteen pounds they become power sources, and their strength grows exponentially with size, so as they near the upper parameter (thirty-five pounds, say) they become virtually impossible to land  on angling tackle. My guide, John, estimates that perhaps 70 per cent of fish over fifteen pounds are not brought to possession. Accordingly, losing a fish is not freighted with the same rueful shame that it is back east. The fish are going to be released back to the river, anyway. You’re permitted to keep a small number of hatchery fish (ten per year), but all of the wild steelhead must be put back, and the barbs have been removed from the hooks to aid in this. (The adipose fin has been clipped on a hatchery fish; that’s how you tell the difference.) The size and power of steelhead account in some measure for the giddy expressions their pursuers wear. They are among the elite of sport fishes, as prized a catch as the world has to offer, up there with muskies and tarpon. Had I managed to take one on the fly, it would qualify to some as a major life achievement. But I did not, and am not likely to in the fast water of the lower river, where my own equipment is useless.

So I have adjusted (kind of) to more standard steelheading gear. Tackle evolves much like the fish it is meant to take; it acquires charms and requires skills all its own. My rod is ten and a half feet long, two and a half feet of that being corked butt. In the saddle sits a bait-casting reel, the kind worked so adeptly by bass fishermen, the kind that we Ontario walleye boys look upon with humble dread. The reel requires a certain soft thumbing, or else the spool overrevolves and spits forth a dense knot of monofilament. The situation is exacerbated by the fact that there is anywhere from eight to fourteen feet of free line left dangling at the other end. The line  is stopped at the rod tip by a bobber of some kind (mine is a Styrofoam tube, gaudily chartreuse) and then some weights (two or three split-shot, an egg sinker; I have a short section of pliable lead). A swivel connects a two-foot lead of lighter line, ten-pound test to the main twelve. The terminal tackle is what lends the outfit its allure and elevates the sport, because it consists only of the small barbless hook and an eloquent representation of roe. Mine is a wooden bead, essentially a pink-orange “corky.”

The corky is flipped into the river, and this act is for me very like fly-fishing, for there is ample opportunity to leave most of your tackle in a nearby tree. Much of the fishing is done from the shore and shallows, standing backed up to the cottonwoods. Hence, you must imagine a hypothetical trajectory that sails the line through the branches safely. You develop a repertoire of deliveries: sidearm, underhanded, Gadabout Gaddis’s bow-and-arrow technique. I have even managed to become admirably ambidextrous, switching to my left hand if the background to that side is sparser. There is another factor at play, I’ll admit, in that my right arm is often about to fall off. Steelhead require a vast multitude of casts.

My first casts are made to wherever John suggests. He knows each section of river intimately, knows its structure, history and eccentricities. Steelhead commonly occupy the tail-out of a run, but at a particular hole something might draw them farther up, so John indicates areas of concentration. The cast is made gently upstream. The reel is left on free-spool so that the bait bounces  down over rock and root and past the mouth of a steelhead, who is opportunistically sitting there, waiting for the current to deliver his dinner. At least that’s the theory, but should John’s instruction prove unproductive, you next look at the surface for a seam in the water, a place where two flows meet. The steelhead like to park just inside the slower water. At least that’s the theory. When that fails, you cover as much water as you can and try for steelhead who aren’t aware of these theories. You keep tight contact, both physically and visually, with your bobber, and when it pops underwater, you pull back hard. This is to set the hook, although it also serves to set your tackle into dead branches and between rocks.

JOHN Elzinga begins pulling the oars and the drift-boat moves off to one side of the Cowichan, drawing a slow hypotenuse from the middle of the river to the bank. Roiling gravel bounces from the bottom of the dory, producing a sound like radio static. The mountains around us are hidden by what is either heavy mist or low, brooding cloud. The trees are second-growth, but they already seem ancient: tall, gnarly and grizzled with lichen. I ask John to name the indigenous trees for me—alder, fir, hemlock. Alerted by an alien beeping, I ask him to tell me if he hears any noteworthy wildlife. “Okay,” he agrees, cocking his head toward the wood. “That’s a robin.”

Each stopping place on the river has also been named. Wash  Out, Durance’s, Biting Dog, Bible Camp, Cahoots, Cedar Log, Non-Productive, Leaning Fir. I might add “Etc.” if there were any kind of overriding logic at work. Some names are obvious enough; Wash Out is a crooked dogleg where the river has razed the surrounding flora. Wash Out changed during last year’s flood, so there are now two holes instead of one—Upper and Lower Wash Out. An optimistic soul is building a house there; the skeletal frame clings somewhat desperately to the road beyond. The banks are fortified with riprap, a bridge mixture of large rocks and small boulders intended to deflect the river. It is also the name some of the younger fishermen have given to Durance’s, ignorant of the fact that the Durance family abided there for years. (Although it is not necessary to live at a spot to earn the eponym; Hankins Hole has been called that for thirty years because, as John explains, “The Hankins were always fishing it.”) Riprap is what one lady on the river refuses to have dumped on the banks. The Cowichan is tired of swinging around her property and is fairly insistent about banging out a new, more direct course, but her attitude is that she has no business interfering with nature and God’s will. One day soon the river will break through and, in a rare case of poetic injustice, head straight for the home of the man who runs the Bible Camp.

The names can confuse things. On our first trip down the river John had rounded a corner and exclaimed, “Where’s the cedar log? There used to be a huge cedar log here.” It had apparently been taken elsewhere by the river. John wondered about its disappearance  for a good while, expecting to meet it around each bend. Then we put into shore, and as I fished, I asked, “What’s this place called?”

“Cedar Log.”

I took a long and careful look around. “Where’s the cedar log?”

“There hasn’t been a cedar log at Cedar Log for years.”

I know some of the spots by idiosyncratic names. Ranch Del Rio (there was once a dude ranch there) I call “Dirty Buck” because I grappled with a fish there, a large male wearing a gaudy coat of mottled spawning colours. He leapt out of the water, infuriated, and the hook popped free of its kype. As I sat there tsking my tongue the fish made a second leap, pirouetting and splashing down hard, and it was difficult not to believe he was communicating great umbrage. “Big dirty buck,” John commented.

Bucks and does are what we call them, the bucks splashed with colour, the does silver as tinfoil. I was not used to differentiating fish in this manner, and (although I will be accused of anthropomorphism, and probably justly) there is a sense in which steelhead seem more complex, evolved, even intelligent. Once at Lower Wash Out I hooked a big fish, and as I braced for the engagement I noticed with dismay that my line was wrapped around the rod tip. This seemed to mean certain loss of the fish and probable destruction of equipment, but for some reason the fish rested patiently and allowed me to work it all out. I turned the rod over in my hands until the line fell free. Then the fish seemed to say, “All right? All right,” and headed downstream. I thumbed the  spool in order to dissuade him (it turned out to be a buck of nine or ten pounds), blistering my thumb in the process.

WE pull over to the Runs below Robson. John reaches behind, tugging the pulley rope free, and a huge piece of lead, an inverted pyramid, falls into the water. I take a peek into the river, can see nothing but motion. “Should I get out of the boat?”

“I wouldn’t,” advises my guide. “It’s about twelve feet deep.”

I cast from the drift-boat into the river, allowing my little corky to bounce down toward the sea.

The weather has been confused today, clouding over, raining halfheartedly, clearing briefly and then doing it all over again, but the sun now makes an emphatic entrance, refreshed and eager to be about its business. The world seems to stretch and yawn at moments like this. Certainly John and I stretch and yawn, and as we are doing this we see a fairly wondrous thing. Two big fish leap out of the water with all the synchronicity of well-practised, noseplugged swimmers. It is rare enough to see a steelhead leap—as John figures it, they have no real reason to—but two at the same time is at least fairly wondrous.

I make a second cast at the Runs below Robson with renewed optimism. I actually make it with the kind of hunch that lives next door to dead certainty. My corky’s passage down the river is, however, uninterrupted. As I think about retrieving it, the bobber disappears suddenly. I jerk back, and it seems that at the same instant the fish humps out of the river, a fresh doe in excess of the magical fifteen pounds. It is in this instant that I begin to understand the sport.

The fish comes out of the water, driving toward the sun. It is hard to imagine how she prepared underwater for this manoeuvre; so perpendicular is the shaft of muscle, I suspect giddily that she was fired out of the water, launched off some elastic stretched between two rocks. Contact has yet to be made; I cannot connect this fish, some 150 feet away, with the rod in my hand. The fish settles back into the Cowichan, down into the current, and we are engaged.

When people ask me why I fish, it is this moment that I try to describe, an instant when I am tied to a life form, a life force. Hunters never know this, which is why I do not endorse the all-toofrequent pairing, NO HUNTING AND FISHING. If literature is meant to engage our emotions, exercising more rarified sensibilities like mercy and grief, then fishing is the activity for the fundamental feelings. It is plunging your finger into the beating heart of something. I suppose some would say that I am waxing over-poetical in describing the panicked twitches of a hooked fish, but to me it is a positive energy, a pure and glorious determination. And certainly this steelhead, now some 200 feet away and travelling, is determined. She is trying to light out for the territories, to ride the roaring current to freedom. I am trying to forestall her. My right thumb is clamped down on the spool, my other thumb is clamped down over it, but line is still being pulled away. With a certain lack of  confidence, I pull up hard, plant the butt in my belly, use one of my hands to support the rod higher on the shaft. A strenuous balance is thereby achieved, and the fish is more or less stilled. There is the occasional creaking away of line, but otherwise the fish and I exist in a state of, well, I believe the scientific term is stasis. I put this to John in simpler terms. “I don’t think there’s much I can do here. She’s strong.”

John nods. He considers drawing up the anchor, but once he’s done that we will be consigned to all the water below us, and this run will be lost. There’s no going back on the Cowichan. You can put in again, later or the following day, but the river will be changed. And John and I don’t want to leave this hole, because it is here that we saw that fairly wondrous thing, the two fish breaching in unison. So John does not draw up the anchor. The Cowichan River pushes past, full of ageless resolve. I hold on to my fishing rod and try to fabricate plans and courses of action. The steelhead has her plan all set out and sees no reason to alter it, except to swing across the river bottom into the passing lane, an unseen sluice of even quicker water. The line breaks and she is gone.

It has been said of mountains that they yield their secrets reluctantly. Sometimes a river does not yield its secrets at all. You are left properly humbled and distanced from its treasures. But when you come away from the river, there may be a strange new expression on your face, in equal parts foolishness and enlightenment.
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THIS ONE 

THIS one is about sneaking
 alongside a white brick bungalow
past windows propped open,
 the gauzy curtain sucked into the moist dawn,
 past the couple sleeping 
there like two felled trees softened by moss
 through the back yard
 where a beer can lies tumbled, drunk,
 over the green twist-tie fence 
down the slope, shopping-carted, condomed, 
across a path made by wheels,
 man’s fiercest invention,
through thuggish weeds 
finally stumbling upon 
a creek
 four feet wide.

That’s what this one is about.
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POACHING WITH MY OLD GUY 

MY parents own a beautiful piece of land in eastern Ontario. About two miles to the south of it lies Lake Ontario, and the lake and the land are connected by a stream. The stream is rather ambitious near the big water, pushing through farmers’ fields with a certain amount of stateliness, but by the time it arrives at my parents’ place it could more properly be called a rill. I am not even sure what a rill is, exactly, but it suits this: a small creek so meandering as to seem lost and confused. Still, the rill holds a few trout, and I am a fisherman (I speak not of skill but of devotion to the Art of the Angle) because of that rill.

Occasionally I have run off poachers. I am alerted by strange sounds coming from the hills—poachers sneaking down to plunder the rill. I come upon them with stern words and foul language. I screw up my face to suggest advanced lunacy. Most simply turn back when asked to leave, sometimes blinking and looking around as if they had been somnambulating and are as surprised as anyone to find themselves standing in an alien wood. A few argue, claiming there were no signs (which is usually true, as they have torn them down) or expanding on some arcane bit of law.

A fellow once informed me that since one could not own waterways, he was therefore entitled to any fish he could pull out of them. I countered that the statute did not apply to rills, which did not satisfy him. All of this leads to my big solution to the problem. I borrow my sister-in-law’s dog Jessie from time to time. Jessie is enormous and does not like interlopers. She will cock her head briefly, rush off with a series of stentorian heralds, and the surrounding hills will suddenly come alive with furious scurrying.

I SHALL now tell you how all this pertains to Gordon, my Old Guy. (Those of you unfamiliar with the term Old Guy might want to refer to an earlier book of mine, Fishing with My Old Guy. Mind you, the meaning is likely not all that mysterious: a mentor, a guru, a magus, although in this somewhat unmagical age, it’s best to just say Old Guy.)

Gordon is not that old, by the way, sixty-something, but I hope you see that age has little to do with it. Gordon is a world-class fly caster, a maker of rods, a tier of flies, a lover of nature. And when I say lover of nature, I mean to raise the ante on that particular term. I never met a man who was so attuned to the natural world. In a way, he does not exist on the same planet as the rest of us. Gordon has an  ability to disregard buildings amid hydro towers, to simply not see them, with Mr. Magoo’s blessed innocence, registering instead the proverbial lay of the land. At the same time he will spot little things that might escape the notice of a team of binoculared scientists.

Here is the sort of thing Gordon does. Say we were driving along somewhere north of Toronto, having spent the morning fishing a small creek, um, somewhere north of Toronto. (I am not being secretive here. Gordon’s favoured time of departure for fishing trips is several minutes after I have managed to get to sleep. I am usually too groggy to remember much beyond general direction.) Gordon drives a huge American motoring sedan, a greatfinned land shark, which he pilots as if it were a jeep or a four-byfour, blithely driving off the road and into the wilderness, staring straight ahead.

He will point out things as we pass by. There are big things, things that even I notice. Fields, for example. Gordon adores huge, empty, flat fields, which has to do with his casting practice. Tournament casting has six distance events, and when you start wielding a thirty-foot salmon rod over your head, you need a little elbow room. 

Gordon also likes streams. “There’s a good one!” he will exclaim. Often they appear to me to be nothing more than rills, but Gordon will go on at some length. In the time it takes him to drive by, and without turning his head, Gordon will note any number of features: felled trees, undercuts, small burns, all places that hold fish. 

Gordon remarks on every stream and field that we pass by,  which, if you happen to be driving all the way to Cincinnati with him, can become a little annoying. I did happen to be driving all the way to Cincinnati with him (for a casting tournament) and at one point remarked acidly on his predilection. “I like fields, and I like streams,” he acknowledged. “And, God, I love that magazine.”

But I have committed a huge writerly faux pas, leaping from a car somewhere north of Toronto to a car heading down to Cincinnati. It was the same car, but that is no excuse. So there are these large observations Gordon makes. Then there is this sort: “Did you see that fox?”

Fox? Sometimes it takes me a moment to locate whatever field Gordon is referring to. During my car trips with Gordon, we have driven by every creature, great and small, that abides in this fair land. I have seen none of them; Gordon has noticed all of them, without turning his head. Gordon claims to possess exceptional peripheral vision, and it is true that he is a hard guy to sneak up on. (I often try to disprove his claim.)

You are probably asking yourselves, how do you know he is not lying? I do not, really, except that from time to time Gordon will notice something that makes him slam on the brakes, stopping his huge motor sedan somewhere near the soft shoulder. This could be one of two things. It could be a road kill, which Gordon will gleefully scrape up and toss into the trunk of his motoring sedan. What he wants, you understand, is the fur or feathers (which the owner no longer needs) to use as fly-tying materials.

The other thing that will cause Gordon to stop is the sighting of food. (There have been a few ghastly occasions when the line between the two got a little blurry, but I will not go into it now.) Gordon believes that much of the world is edible. To be fair, what Gordon believes is that there are things to eat out there, delicious and free, which most people drive by without noticing. (He has written quite a good book on the subject, although he does suggest a few things that I think might have had even Euell Gibbons, noted forager, he of Stalking the Wild Asparagus, scurrying for the flounder box.)

Let me illustrate by returning to somewhere north of Toronto. I am sitting (groggily), not noticing anything; Gordon has remarked on hawks, hairy toads, lemurs and leopards (or something like that). Suddenly he throws on the brakes and pulls the car into geographical proximity of the soft shoulder.

“Look!” he says, pointing at a field. “Puffballs!”

I manage to spot the field—the white fence is a giveaway—and am willing to accept that there are puffballs in it. I am not willing to leap the fence and claim them, particularly when two large mastiffs run up and defend their side of the fence with bared teeth and maniacal ululations. Gordon starts climbing.

“Don’t worry about them,” he says. “Look at their tails.”

Their tails make a vague wagging motion, almost imperceptible, likely the result of a small breeze. But when Gordon drops into their midst, the dogs look at each other in bewilderment. The barking and  fang-baring have always done the trick before. Having exhausted their repertoire, the hounds turn away dejectedly and Gordon pulls puffballs.

So you see, in my Old Guy, certain characteristics, including a unique relationship with nature and (I am sure this did not go unnoticed) something of a disregard for the concept of private property.

Now it came to pass one summer’s day that Gordon and I went fishing. “I’ll see you here at five o’clock,” he said, meaning his house, meaning in the morning. Gordon himself goes to bed around eight. He does not understand night owls like me who might like to stay up and see what Peter Mansbridge has to report. I managed to make it to his house by five, although I arrived heavylidded, confused and unable to form complete sentences. The good thing about Gordon’s earth boat is that it is spacious and comfy, so as soon as we pulled out of the drive, I drifted off.

I awoke what I suppose was about two hours later, and I awoke for this reason: Gordon had blithely turned the car off the road. He did not run off the freeway onto a two-lane, or off a two-lane onto a dirt road; no, he turned off a dirt road onto unadulterated topography. When he does this sort of thing, he affects the air of a person out for a Sunday drive, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel, whistling tunelessly.

He stopped at the edge of a gorge, and we climbed out of the car and looked at the river. I suppose I could name it, but for some  reason I am reluctant to. It is a good river, well known. Where it is crossed by the Macdonald-Cartier Freeway (which the highway accomplishes via a bridge of great length), the river is wide and violent, all white water and concrete abutments. Farther north it turns quiet. Where Gordon and I stood, the river was perhaps twenty feet across. We stood at an elbow, where time had made the water shallow and formed a sandbar. Standing on the sandbar and looking farther north still, we saw that the river made itself even smaller and wandered into the shadowy woods.

We followed it there, but not before putting on our stuff. One of the auxiliary pleasures of the Art of the Angle is the putting on of stuff. My own stuff was fairly new: I had scientifically advanced neoprene hip waders, Polaroid sunglasses and a fishing vest that was, for all intents and purposes, one of those stylish multipocketed photojournalist jackets, except for a little patch of fuzz to stick flies on and a few extra pockets.

Gordon’s own hip waders were rendered out of whatever was used before they discovered rubber. His fishing vest was weathered (I have just been to the thesaurus and am disappointed to find that there are not words like typhooned or hurricaned to employ in this case). It was zipperless and may or may not have retained some buttons. It was impossible to tell, because Gordon wore the contents of a Canadian Tire franchise on it. From the shoulders streamed long pieces of twine with split-shot crimped on, which somehow lent Gordon a quasi-military aspect. Dangling from the vest were  some tools: knives, nail clippers, hook removers, pliers, a thick piece of rubber for straightening leaders. Oh, that’s right, he wore leaders on his vest, tiny loops of line ordered in some manner; the vest was also bedecked with a multitude of tiny flies, and, in case he hadn’t brought the precise one he needed, some of his vest pockets were filled with fur and feathers so that Gordon could whip up the required fly streamside. Other pockets were crammed with hooks, lures, floats, swivels, weights, line and spare reel parts.

And Gordon wore a hat, an old Andy Capp thing, that made him look as if he had a road kill balanced on top of his head.

The sky was empty, the sun had been awakened early, the day was already toasty. If we had been observed by alien eyes—I often have this thought, What would a Venusian think?—I am sure we would have added to humankind’s already eccentric reputation. “There it was, thirty-five degrees Celsius, and these guys were dressed up in rubber.”

I will tell you how Gordon fishes a river: on tiptoe. He inches his way along and spends very little time actually putting line to water. Gordon will simply judge a piece of river and quickly decide where the fish are likely to be. Now, as a rule of thumb, I can report that fish are likeliest to be where it is difficult, if not impossible, to place a fly or lure. This is where it comes in pretty handy being the North American Masters Casting Champion, which Gordon had been for many years previous.

Gordon also benefits from some practice at a pastime called  Arrenburg, which is a European casting game designed to test streamside skills. Casts are made underhanded, from the side, just as they must be when the angler is confined and constricted by brush. So while Gordon tiptoed and cast with breathtaking precision, I plodded along behind, still half-asleep, distributing terminal tackle in various branches, a fact I mention because I suppose at some point during the initial stages of the fishing, Gordon and I went over, under or through some manner of barricade, boundary or fence.

We came to a little crook in the river, edging toward it as if the river itself were a skittish deer and likely to bolt at any time. Gordon saw something that cracked his face apart with a smile. He pulled me back, well out of the water’s earshot, and gesticulated wildly.

“The tree, the tree,” he whispered.

A tree had fallen, keeled over headfirst like a drunk at dawn, and lay half in and half out of the water. These were trout digs if ever there were trout digs, and Gordon was offering me first crack at them. Gordon always offered me first crack. I usually offered it right back, especially if the preamble went anything like, “Can you see the undercut just behind that gnarly mass of briar, all of which is obscured from view by this enormous weeping willow? Cast there.”

However, I had a chance at this felled tree. And, I should mention, precisely that—a single chance. I was casting a tiny Mepps  lure, and my first and only cast would either (a) convince the fish that a large and juicy bug had tumbled from a branch,* or (b) announce the arrival of yet another clumsy angler. (*Here is one of Gordon’s tips, offered just in case you hoped you might learn something about fishing by reading this story: remove that little bit of red tubing that Mepps puts on the shank of the hook, because it destroys the tumblebug illusion.) At any rate, I remembered as well as I could Gordon’s various instructions—he was, after all, my Old Guy—and managed a neat little flick that plopped musically near the felled tree. I saw the fish drift out to investigate.

They say Ted Williams could see the seams on a baseball as it came at him in the batter’s box, and I seem to have acquired something of this preternatural visual ability, seeing things with astounding clarity and in slow motion, for I saw the fish look at the lure and decide, “Oh-oh, stupid fishermen …” I gave the line a little twitch then, and the lure jerked in the fish’s face. The fish said, “Hold on here,” and ate that tumbling bug in a flash.

Then it hightailed it.

One often sees fishermen following their fish downstream or upstream, quivering rods held out in front like dowsing sticks. These nimrods tramp through the water, screaming, “Fish on!” to other anglers (which is to say, “Clear out of the way!”), acting as if their trout were part St. Bernard and in need of its daily perambulation. Gordon views this with a fair measure of disdain, his thinking being that if one is willing to follow the fish long enough, one  is likely to claim it. Gordon is nothing if not sporting, and for that reason, he stands his ground, refusing to budge, and if he is your Old Guy, that is the sort of thing that is expected.

The fish on the other end of my line was not a behemoth, please do not misunderstand, but it was a three-pound rainbow trout, and its fury bent my rod over sharply. My first thought was that if I could walk it down to Lake Ontario, it might give up out of boredom. Gordon touched my arm, staying me on the bank, and fastened his eyes to the water. Like many fine anglers, Gordon has the ability to see into water, to correct optically for the refraction and reflection, and he gave me the somewhat alarming news that the fish was headed for a submerged tree stump as gnarly with roots as Medusa’s head. Gordon was giggling as he gave me this news, delighted with my good fortune.

“Lower your rod,” he advised urgently—it is hard to sound urgent and giggle at the same time, but Gordon managed it—and then he gently guided my rod down until it lay parallel to the horizon, still wowed and aquiver, and in this manner was the fish dissuaded from the stump, its escape coming to naught. In some minutes, the fish joined Gordon and me—by now we were both giggling— on the shore. We stopped giggling in order to dispatch the fish, which we did with both celerity and solemnity.

It was then that the hound from hell made its appearance. It seems to me that the cur must have been hanging in the trees while all this was going on. The animal dropped into our midst with  raised hackles, bared teeth and flashing eyes. Its tail was not wagging, not even the slightest bit. It did not bark, other than a single eloquent yawp that razored through my innards. I am not sure of Gordon’s reaction—I was too busy watching my life flash before my eyes—but I suspect that he remained placid, seeing at once the poetry of his existence being snuffed out by a slobbering mastiff.

We were spared by its master’s voice—“Bob!”—but I figured we were still in deep trouble, not trusting anyone who would name his dog Bob. And when the man appeared—was he too hanging from the trees, just waiting to pounce?—my suspicions were confirmed. He was enormous, for one thing, with unruly hair and dark grey eyes. He advanced on us evenly, each footfall heavy and ominous. OBSCURE WRITER AND HIS OLD GUY, the headlines would read, perhaps not on the front page, MURDERED BY SERIAL KILLER. 

“Hey!” barked the man. (I think it was him; it may have been the dog.) “What have you got behind your back?”

“Oh, nothing,” said I.

“Good morning, sir, and a wonderful morning it is!” Gordon piped up.

“What is it?” the man demanded of me once more. “Is it a fish?”

“Oh, say, yes, it is a fish!”

“Poachers,” the man snarled. I believe he may have added an adjective or two.

“Are we on your land?” asked Gordon with a large dollop of stagy innocence.

“It’s my land,” said he, “and my fish.” He held out his hand, and I meekly tendered the catch, which nestled with frightening ease in the palm.

Gordon removed his road-kill cap and scratched at his head. “We must have got lost in the woods,” he suggested.

“I don’t believe you got lost in the woods,” said the man, “but you’re going to get lost now. Bob …”

So get lost we did, at a world-record pace, and soon the two of us were hiking along a country road, fishing rods slung over our shoulders. The red-winged blackbirds perched on their bulrushes seemed to taunt us as we walked by. Gordon was grinning. I was red-faced and fuming.

“I can’t believe it,” I muttered. “I can’t believe I’m a poacher. ” 

“Poaching,” said my old guy, “has a long and honourable history.”

I stopped and wondered what Gordon meant by that. And suddenly I understood. I do not think I would have understood on a day that was not so gorgeous. There was a stillness, except for Gordon and me tramping down a road, roasting under the sun in our rubberwear. The world was wide awake but curiously lazy. It had hung a sign where its business shingle should have been: GONE FISHING. Gordon and I have been forced off one tiny piece of the planet, but it was a beautiful planet and very, very large. I understood then why Gordon grinned all the time, because I found myself grinning. This story is about learning that from my Old Guy.

So I understood his statement totally, utterly, but only for that wonderful while. I have not turned into an anarchic angler. I abide by the law. But these days when I hear the sounds coming from the woods at my parents’ place—they are giggles mostly—I usually go indoors and read a book for an hour or two. When I come back out, all is silent once more.
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