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FOREWORD

So here we stand at the dawn of the twenty-first century, and for people who love wild fish and the places they inhabit, the future looks murky at best. The one piece of unambiguously good news has been that, in the wake of the federal Clean Water Act, water quality in U.S. rivers and major lake systems is generally better than it’s been in 100 years. But the Clean Water Act was amended into its current, highly effective, form in 1977, and that was a long time ago. Since then, a host of other manmade problems, both large and extra-large, have been giving us plenty of cause for concern.

Take, for instance, the fact that mechanized commercial fishing is decimating our ocean fish stocks on a scale matched only by the Great (so-called) Buffalo Hunt of the late 1800s—and seems on the verge of producing an equally tragic result.

Consider as well the grim irony surrounding the hydropower dams that choke most of our country’s large to medium-size rivers: Built in the twentieth century to produce cheap, “clean” energy, they have impoverished our aquatic world by reducing native salmon and steelhead populations in the Pacific Northwest to shadows of their former selves and, on the East Coast, snuffing out all but the final handful of Atlantic salmon.

In addition, we face rapacious forestry practices that have been destroying fish spawning areas across North America, rampant watershed development of all types that has been chewing up vast stretches of irreplaceable fish habitat everywhere, and a daunting array of exotic diseases, parasites, pests, and invasive fish species showing up in waters worldwide.

Now, I don’t intend any of this to mean that we who want to protect wild fish should be discouraged. Far from it; we need to keep our sleeves rolled up and work even harder and, most importantly, we need to start speaking with one clear, consistent and rational voice to the government and to a public that is showing signs of finally being ready to hear what we have to say. (“Green” is “in” again, in case you haven’t heard; let’s hope it never goes “out” again.)

In America, in recent decades, the two groups most interested in preserving fish and other wildlife unfortunately have often viewed one another with mutual suspicion. One group has been made up of the traditional “conservationists,” people who hunt and fish and supposedly are interested only in the well-being of species they can kill or catch—the more the better, and the hell with everything else.

In the other camp are people who would describe themselves as “environmentalists.” These are the stereotypical “tree huggers,” folks who would never harm a fly, much less a fish, who love nature for her own self, and who, many sportsmen assume, turn up their noses at such “consumptive” pursuits as hunting and fishing. Many of them have perhaps never handled a fishing rod; most, we are led to believe, would sooner cut off their own hands than touch a firearm.

Of course, there is often some truth in stereotypes, and I’ve met plenty of both “granolas” and “rednecks” who fit these respective tickets to a “T.” Some anglers do indeed believe that “the greens” are linked with PETA in an unholy alliance to outlaw all fishing and hunting. And plenty of enviros suspect that most anglers and hunters are in thrall to industry, the gun lobby, and anti-environmental politicians, and would as soon eliminate any non-game endangered species that might eat a game fish or animal.

Most people, however, whether they call themselves “conservationists” or “environmentalists,” while perhaps not completely understanding or appreciating others who logically should be their allies in protecting fish and wildlife, stand nowhere near either of these extremes. And that’s good, because if the fish are to survive, the people who care about them need to talk to one another, and to work together.

One of the greatest values of Ted Williams and his writings for Audubon magazine and Fly Rod & Reel magazine—in which most of the essays in Something’s Fishy were originally published—and many other places, is that he provides a strong bridge between the “conservationist” and “environmentalist” points of view. In fact, he loudly insists that any important differences exist mainly in our overly fearful imaginations.

In his private life, Ted embodies the unity of sportsman and environmentalist. He is an enthusiastic and successful hunter, as well as a ferocious and relentless fisherman—something I’ve witnessed with great awe on a number of occasions. And, unlike many fly fishermen, he often eats what he catches. Many of his exciting and red-blooded fishing adventures—“Essence of Patagonia,” “Bluefin Summer,” “How it is at South Andros,” to name a few—are found among the more conservation-oriented pieces in this superbly written and meticulously researched collection.

On the other hand, Ted is every bit as passionate about the parts of nature that he enjoys with his eyes and ears rather than his palate. He has written even the most environmentally hardcore of these essays with a lyricism and a sense of delight that will leave any nature lover with a powerful sense of yearning.

Some of the pieces in Something’s Fishy deal directly with the aforementioned problem of sportsmen and environmentalists singing from different pages and thereby losing important opportunities to conserve fish and other wildlife. Ted Williams is a tough man and a hardnosed journalist, and he’s not afraid to name names and to point out the errors of either sportsmen or “enviros,” especially when those errors jeopardize fish or fish habitat. For instance, you will discover in these pages that he’s got no patience for anglers who would sacrifice native species of any sort in order to benefit an introduced game fish. And he has plenty of sharp words for misguided environmental “chemophobes” who object to the use of chemical piscicides for clearing out streams overrun by alien fish in order to give dwindling natives a much-deserved second shot at survival.

Sure, Ted’s tone is harsh on occasion, but the threats are growing and our living natural resources are in great peril. Someone needs to speak up and lead the way, and that someone is Ted Williams. He’s an environmental journalist—or conservation writer, if you prefer—like no other in our country. As so many Fly Rod & Reel readers have pointed out over the years, he is a national treasure.

Paul Guernsey, Editor 
Fly Rod & Reel Magazine 
May 2007





INTRODUCTION

What I’ve tried hardest to do in my writing is get anglers and environmentalists to work together toward common goals and to perceive fish as wildlife. It has been a major challenge, but it would have been impossible had I not been blessed with editors possessed of integrity and courage. Investigative reporters referred to as “gutsy” are much less so than the people who publish their copy. The latter, after all, have much more to lose when their magazines contain facts certain readers and advertisers don’t want to know.

Finding such editors has been only slightly less difficult than catching coelacanths. Most outdoor publications are uncomfortable with real investigative reporting. As a general rule, editors are afraid of it and advertisers don’t want it. Investigative reporters who write for outdoor publications are frequently told not to name names unless they say nice things. My friend and mentor Mike Frome—fired from American Forests in 1971 for “writing critically about the U.S. Forest Service [and] the forest industry” and fired from Field & Stream in 1974 for exposing antifish-and-wildlife voting records of powerful congressmen—taught me that staying hired is easy. What takes talent, effort and spine is getting fired—or, rather, choosing to get fired when principles are at stake.

I expect to be congratulated by Frome for accomplishing a feat I’m certain is a first in hook-and-bullet journalism—getting hired and fired as conservation editor of one of the nation’s biggest fishing magazines all in the same day. The editor, who was new, young and idealistic, called about 9:00 a.m. and welcomed me to the staff. I asked him if he was sure the publisher wanted the kind of stuff I write.

“Definitely,” he said. So I faxed a sample contract, stipulating that the magazine defend me in case of a lawsuit. This I explained was a non-negotiable ground rule for any serious investigative reporter. You can imagine what kind of Watergate coverage we would have had if The Washington Post had given the following pep talk to Woodward and Bernstein: “Go out and get the goods on Nixon and his people, leave no stone unturned and, by the way, if you get into any legal hassles, you’re on your own. You can swing in the wind.” I asked the editor of the big fishing magazine to make sure he showed the sample contract to the publisher.

“Don’t worry, there won’t be a problem,” intoned the editor. He called back that afternoon. “Gulp,” he said. “I showed the contract to the publisher. He said, ‘You mean we could get sued? Forget it!’ ”

But whenever doors have closed others have opened. The editors I have found and who have found me don’t bow and scrape for advertisers, and they believe in telling readers what they need to know instead of what they want to hear. I can’t think of a better demonstration of editorial integrity and courage than the reaction of Fly Rod & Reel editor Paul Guernsey when I queried him about doing a piece advocating lethal trout control on the Colorado River. The trout, I explained, were alien invaders and threatened the existence of an endangered native chub—you know, the “trash fish” anglers over 40 were taught to squeeze and toss into the bushes. He groaned, but before he said anything I told him about a conversation I’d just had with our mutual pal Charles Gauvin—Trout Unlimited’s national president and the man who converted TU from a top-heavy, directionless social club to the nation’s most effective force for the protection and restoration of native salmonids. “Go for it!” said Guernsey.

In the piece I quoted Gauvin as follows: “If we fight this, what will we say to Walleyes Unlimited when they complain about some coho recovery program in Oregon? Let’s grow up. This is a problem we have to live with in these altered habitats where trout are a mitigation species. If the science is good, what business have we to be complaining about efforts to save a native species?” I then challenged my readers as follows: “What good is the humpback chub? If you have to ask, you won’t comprehend the answer, which is this: It is good not because it is beautiful, not because it is interesting, not because it reaches 18 inches and is every bit as exciting to catch on a dry fly or nymph as any trout, not because it is anything, only because it is. And it needs to be saved because, to borrow the words of naturalist/explorer William Beebe, ‘when the last individual of a race of living things breathes no more, another heaven and another earth must pass before such a one can be again.’ ”

Fly Rod & Reel subscribers tend to be better educated than those of most hook-and-bullet magazines. But few had thought of native fish as wildlife or vital parts of aquatic and terrestrial ecosystems. Typical of the verbal lashings we received was this: “So let me get this straight, a paid writer for Audubon wants to wipe out a thriving wild fishery? I’ll bet he has alternative motives, like let’s end sport fishing altogether. If you allow this type of thinking to guide the decisions about what stays and what goes, maybe Manhattan will be given back to the natives?”

But a few subscribers expressed support and, after a lengthy and acrimonious exchange on our Internet bulletin board, others came around. In the end, almost as many readers supported trout control on the Colorado as opposed it, and the piece helped provide the public support needed by the National Park Service to sustain the project.

Attempting to educate environmentalists has been no less challenging, but because I’m an environmental activist myself and write two columns for each issue of Audubon magazine I’m a more credible critic than other fish writers. My editors at Audubon have also been courageous, allowing—in fact, encouraging—me to expose the stupidity and arrogance of the environmental community (including an Audubon chapter) in its blind opposition to chemical piscicides—the only tool we have for saving imperiled fish from being hybridized and/or competed off the planet.

When I wrote in Audubon about how Audubon members had helped block a second effort to remove alien pike from California’s Lake Davis the outraged editor of the Plumas Audubon Chapter newsletter wrote us about how, during the first effort, he had observed “bald eagles, white pelicans, and other birds and mammals as they scavenged poisoned carcasses that lined the shores.” He had indeed, but he didn’t mention that not one of them was killed or sickened. The reason for this is that rotenone—a safe, organic piscicide that has been used by fish managers for 75 years—does not harm birds or mammals, humans included. I told him in the letters section that I wished he and his fellow chemophobes would express as much (or even some) concern for the endangered races of Chinook salmon and steelhead trout that cling to existence in the San Joaquin and Sacramento River systems and which may be ushered into oblivion by the illegally introduced pike.

Fish are every bit as beautiful and colorful as birds, but few environmentalists ever see them because few are anglers. For instance, when you log onto the website of the Adirondack Council you hear the vocalization of a common loon—the symbol of wilderness. The council sees and hears loons, but it doesn’t see or hear the brook trout that sustain loons and that are also symbols of wilderness. Wild brook trout in the Adirondacks have declined by roughly 97 percent. Today only about three percent of the park’s brook-trout habitat still sustains brook trout, and the figure would be only .5 percent had not the state used rotenone to reclaim ponds infested with alien fish. But the council, which chooses not to learn about rotenone, has basically blocked its use in park wilderness.

Other vanishing icons of American wilderness include westslope and Rio Grande cutthroat trout and Gila trout. But a group called Wilderness Watch, which doesn’t see them as such or see them at all, is perfectly willing to sacrifice these beautiful creatures by blocking use of rotenone and the equally safe and even shorter-lived organic piscicide, antimycin. “Poison has no place in wilderness stewardship,” proclaims Wilderness Watch. But fish and plant poisons are essential to wilderness management. Without them all hope of restoring native ecosystems takes wing. According to Wilderness Watch, restoration of imperiled salmonids is only about sport: “The purpose [of Gila trout restoration] is to remove stocked trout and replace them with the listed Gila trout, in an effort to boost the population to a level that will allow delisting and resumed sport fishing of the species.” That’s like saying that the recovery program for the California condor is only about bird watching.

Every now and then sportsmen and environmentalists do forge alliances, and some of their accomplishments have been stunning. But nothing is more discouraging than when these alliances destroy rather than restore biodiversity. In many cases environmentalists would not have succeeded in blocking restoration of imperiled fish without help from sportsmen. In California sportsmen and environmentalists conspired to nix recovery of the Paiute cutthroat, rarest salmonid in the world. The environmentalists hadn’t bothered to learn about rotenone and therefore didn’t like it; sportsmen wanted their mongrels even though, in a year or two, they’d be able to fish for pure Paiutes.

One of my more angry and persistent critics at Fly Rod & Reel wrote us as follows: “I am a mongrel of sorts myself and delight in my diversity … We Americans abhor those who seek human genetic purity! American military men and women have died and continue to die for the freedom of others oppressed by those who wish to impose the same limitations on man as you are seeking to impose on trout. One could argue that what you champion is an environmental form of ‘ethnic cleansing’ or the Nazi equivalent of racial purity. ‘Purity.’ I am uncomfortable with that word! ‘Purity’ is a word often used by racists, Nazis and bigots. ‘Purity’-that word is very much part of the argument to restore the Paiute cutthroat trout.”

Our correspondent was an accomplished fly fisher, a fly shop owner, and a fly casting instructor. But he had never thought of fish as wildlife. To him they were merely game, and their entire purpose on earth was to titillate him by bending his rod. For him—and, alas, many anglers across the nation—a trout is a trout, and genetics are irrelevant. To borrow the words of Tom McGuane in the foreword to Dr. Robert Behnke’s magnum opus, Trout and Salmon of North America, “A mind thus festooned with ignorance is unlikely to inform itself.” But such minds must not be allowed to dictate fisheries management, as they have in the past and, too often, still do.

I have a more positive outlook than some of these essays might indicate. Whenever I get discouraged I think back to what it was like in 1970, when I signed on as wildlife journalist with the Massachusetts Division of Fisheries and Wildlife. There was no Clean Water Act, no Clean Air Act, no National Environmental Policy Act, no effective Endangered Species Act. DDT and its evil sisters had not been banned. I had never seen an eastern bluebird. The big river down the street from me, the Blackstone—birthplace of America’s industrial revolution—sustained one fish species, the white sucker. When my insurance agent’s dog frolicked in the Blackstone, it died as a result. Today the river sustains 33 fish species, and when my dog frolics in it he only stinks. As I write these words I am watching two pairs of bluebirds eating mealworms ten feet from my office window, and one of those pairs is incubating five eggs in my field.

I have lived to see striped bass and redfish essentially wiped out, then rebuilt to an abundance never before seen by any living human being.

In 1970 releasing fish was considered wasteful, the equivalent of not cleaning your plate. In our first and most beloved national park, grizzlies had been converted to circus bears; grandstands were being built around dumps; and the most common item in garbage cans by weight were uncleaned Yellowstone cutthroats.

Within a few months a biologist named John Varley was to lead a campaign to require largely no-kill fishing in Yellowstone. Fisheries managers across the nation upbraided him, parroting the management establishment’s cherished and fallacious bromide that “you can’t stockpile fish.” But Varley and his colleagues persisted in a crusade that was to prove more contentious than wolf reintroduction in the 1990s (which Varley also led).

In the 1960s no Yellowstone grizzly was seen taking a spawning cutthroat. Today grizzlies have no access to garbage, and cutthroats have replaced garbage as their main spring-time diet. Cutthroats are now the sockeye salmon of the greater Yellowstone ecosystem, fueling vast food chains that also include pelicans, ospreys, eagles, herons, kingfishers, and otters.

In 1980, on my first assignment for Audubon, I reported on major fishing tournaments around the country. In Florida I attended the Marathon Tarpon Tournament where these magnificent, basically inedible fish were gut-hooked, bashed on the head, strung up, weighed, photographed, and dumped off the Bahia Honda Bridge. On Long Island I observed the Bay Shore Mako Tournament in which hundreds of large sharks representing at least a dozen species were strewn, whole and eviscerated, across a large cement pier. Before they could be slung onto garbage trucks, Japanese restaurateurs with buckets and large knives would dash from the shadows of buildings to slice off a fin or two, then dash back—always to derisive jeers of the crowd. But they were the only ones who were using the resource.

Today, of course, such behavior is unheard of. You’d be safer and more popular shooting raptors at Hawk Mountain among birders than slaughtering tarpon in the keys among fly fishers. Catch and release is such an institution that it’s almost a conditioned reflex. Sometimes it’s even carried to ridiculous extremes, as in several Rocky Mountain National Park streams in which brook trout have somehow survived the rotenone treatments that have restored native greenback cutthroats, once believed extinct. Although anglers are encouraged to kill the alien invaders, fully 80 percent of the park’s brook trout have been released at least once.

Today there is much hand-wringing in fly-fishing literature about the morality of catch-and-release—“torturing” fish merely for our amusement. Considering what we used to do to them and considering all the real and pressing threats they face, I suggest that this amounts to contemplating our navels and that people thus occupied don’t have enough to do. They need to go fishing.

In fact, everyone needs to go fishing. Anglers—at least the ones with open minds—eventually become advocates of native fishes and the aquatic and terrestrial ecosystems fish are part of.

I do believe we are making progress, and I devoutly hope that this book contributes to it.



 Ted Williams 
June 2007





I

TROUT MATTERS





ESSENCE OF PATAGONIA

Patagonia—the arid, wind-swept plateau in the south of Argentina—has all the beauty and diversity of the Rocky Mountain West with almost none of the land abusers. Only about two million people live there, yet it is a quarter the size of Argentina, which itself is two-thirds the size of our contiguous states. Basically it is Montana upside down, backward and before Norman Maclean’s brother first looked through the bottom of a wet whiskey glass.

There are vast, rolling steppes so dry that cows can’t make a living and sheep stay lanky as poodles. There are forests and deserts, arroyos blasted by snowmelt, green river valleys raucous with lapwings and ibises, springnourished wetlands dappled with waterfowl, meadows indigo with lupine, perennial ice fields that flow between ragged peaks and cling to high slopes like candle wax. In our summer, native pumas move down from the high country. In our winter, condors and their lesser cousins, jotes, rise on mid-day thermals. Best of all, there are hundreds of emerald-tinted trout streams born in the high Andes and cleansed and stabilized by deep, alpine lakes that filter out glacier-milled rock flour and, even in heavy runoff, keep the channels intact and the trout feeding. As my photographer wife Donna and I discovered last December, Patagonia is a grand thing to wrap up in when your friends have put away their tackle and the Great Bear comes down to walk across the frozen spine of North America.

So there we were at midnight, December 5, 1995, on the lawn of Hosteria el Trebol in the tiny village of Cholila where Ursa Major has never set paw, sipping a superb Argentine whisky called Breeder’s Choice, listening to a pair of lapwings scream into each other’s faces, and staring up at strange constellations undefiled by air pollution or ambient light. What was the one between Taurus and the Southern Cross, we asked Martin Johnson, an optometrist from New Mexico. It was Orion, he said. We hadn’t recognized it because it was upside down.

These blazing, oddly positioned stars, it seemed to me, might be the essence of Patagonia. Donna, on the other hand, opted for the lupine fields she had been clicking her shutter at all afternoon. We went to bed that first night with our bearings still not right, sleeping fitfully and dreaming of wildflowers and waggling dorsal fins. At 3:00 a.m. I realized that for the first time in my life I was not rejoicing in birdsong. Accordingly, I walked out onto the cold, wet grass to evict the lapwings who screamed even louder than before and, spluttering like beer-soaked teenagers, sculled out over Mosquito Lake toward the cloud-washed, moon-washed Andes.

At breakfast we learned that we were bound for everyone’s favorite river—Rio Rivadavia, named for Argentina’s first president. It flows through Parque Nacional Los Alerces (named for South America’s only redwood), connecting Lake Rivadavia with Lake Verde. As with so much water we fished in Patagonia, trout may not be killed and barbless hooks are mandatory.

After 40 minutes on a winding, dusty dirt road, it was good to stand beside the lake and inhale the crisp alpine air. Rowing our raft was Greg Vincent, a young Welshman newly arrived from Jackson Hole, Wyoming. In the other raft—guiding Ron Scott of West Hartford, Connecticut, and John Nolen of Dallas, Texas—was our host, Jorge Graziosi, owner/ founder of Safaris Acuaticos. As we moved down the lake and into the river, the day’s first breeze stirred the locust-like trees on the near shore, sending yellow seed pods out into the green, clean water. All around us were snow-capped peaks. And under us trout shadows shot over sand and gravel.

A quarter mile downstream Greg and Jorge tossed their anchors onto a gravel bar, and we slogged shoreward. With Greg at her side, Donna cast a bead-head caddis pupa into a pocket along the high bank, and I moved up to a downed tree that lay across the bar. Behind the tree the current had sculpted a trough, and in it—holding tight against the trunk and vectoring nervously in the fast flow—were at least a dozen fine rainbows. Two seconds of drift and the fly was past them. They glanced at the Elk-Hair Caddis; they scorned the Parachute Adams and the Quill Gordon; they swilled the Turkey-Wing Caddis.

Whenever I managed to drop the fly an inch or two from the tree, a fish would swing down with it, then sip it, just breaking the surface and showing me the white of its mouth. It would hang there in the current until it figured out it was hooked, then dash into the tree’s branches and break me off, or slice out into the main channel, leaping and making me dance down the bar. Downstream, I could see Donna’s rod high and bent.

When the sun cut through the rain clouds I couldn’t make out the fly anymore, but each time I saw the flash of a white mouth I would set and feel the pulse of wild trout flowing through the nine-foot wisp of graphite into my wrist, arm, heart and soul. When all the fish behind the tree had been educated I cast out into a deep channel and took a heavy, brilliantly spotted brown of about 19 inches. I would have stayed there all day, but there were four more miles of river to see, and 100 yards downstream Jorge was standing by his raft, waving us on.

Jorge—pronounced “Hor (as if you were clearing your throat) Hay”—is an unofficial ambassador to the United States, a raconteur, humorist and connoisseur of wine, food, sport and life. He has skied for Argentina’s national team, served as a commissioner for the Argentine National Parks Service, operated a 7,000-acre ranch, hunted, fished and guided over two continents. Currently, he is president of the Argentina’s Guides Association and directs the year-old Fundacion-Challhua Co. (“Good Fishing Waters”), his nation’s version of Trout Unlimited. Working with Washington State’s Wild Salmon Center, three universities in Patagonia and two in America, the fundacion raises money for scientific research aimed at preserving the nation’s spectacular trout resource. And, toward this end, it agitates against hurtful development schemes. For example, it recently organized a 5,000-person march against a hydro dam that would choke off Rio Limay, spawning habitat for the salmon-sized rainbows and browns of Lago Nahuel Huapi. Shrewdly, Jorge’s group scheduled the event to coincide with a pow-wow of all South America’s presidents and the King of Spain at Bariloche. Argentines aren’t used to this sort of thing, and the demonstration shocked the nation.

Ten years ago, when outfitters started assigning “beats” on some of the rivers north of Bariloche made famous in the 1950s by Joe Brooks, Jorge fled south to explore the remote, largely unknown water around Cholila and Esquel. He found (and is finding still because his exploration is ongoing) better fishing on wilder rivers, most of which are so clear you can choose the fish you want to cast to. In an entire week Donna and I encountered only two other parties—a couple of shore-based Belgians and a raft we never saw till we were taking out.

The best feature of the south, and one of the reasons for Jorge’s 50-percent repeat business, has been flexibility. When a river in the north isn’t fishing well, you stand a good chance of getting stuck on it. In the south, your guide straps a raft to his truck and moves you to where the fish are cooperating. In 1995 Jorge started offering a package of six days on these southern rivers and four days at the bottom of the continent, fishing for the giant sea-run browns of Tierra del Fuego.

I knew that the white mouths flashing behind the blowdown would be what I’d remember most about Rio Rivadavia. Could they be part of the essence of Patagonia, I wondered as we floated down to the next bar? No, I finally decided. Trout, as lovely as they are, don’t belong here. The yellow lupine, if not the blue, is native to Argentina. But salmonids are alien species, unleashed on the nation’s aquatic ecosystems at the dawn of the twentieth century. They came on ships as eyed eggs, packed in moss and cooled by chunks of iceberg—the browns from Germany, the rainbows from California, the landlocks and brookies from Maine. It was, I’ve heard it said, one of those rare cases when humanity’s obsession for playing musical chairs with flora and fauna produced a happy result. But happy for whom?

Certainly not the smallmouth perch I saw hanging in a feeder stream. Smallmouths are bigger than largemouth perch, sometimes reaching twelve pounds. Like their European and North American namesakes, they are splendid table fare but not too titillating to fly-rod-wielding naked apes from the far north. This one weighed maybe six pounds. It was a drab brown with none of the quickness or nervousness of the gaudy invaders who had overwhelmed its habitat and suppressed its tribe. It hugged its native gravel with what seemed resignation—a sad, slow vestige but an expression of the tenacity of life and the toughness of nature.

At Rio Rivadavia’s first major tributary we encountered the two Belgians—nice guys but not so nice that we needed to tell them they had stumbled onto a spring creek teaming with robust trout. They’d even managed to catch a couple on grotesque, split-shot-weighted streamers. Now they eyeballed the soft-mud bottom and asked if there was a way across so they could continue along the main river. “Yes,” said Jorge honestly enough, “but very far to walk and not really worth it.” Pretending that we had disembarked only for a coffee break, the rest of us sipped air from empty cups while the Belgians talked incessantly to Jorge. Just when I had become convinced that they’d be with us for the afternoon they hooked their flies to their keep rings, cranked their reels, and trudged into the woods.

We fished the spring creek from the rafts with tiny nymphs hung motionless from buoyant strike indicators, as if we were after bluegills. Each of us took a fish, all fat and strong. Mine—a rainbow—jumped half a dozen times.

Nant Y Fall, named by the Welsh who settled around it, is not a spring creek; but it has all the characteristics of one. Lake-fed, it backtracks and dawdles through a broad meadow on a private estancia south of Esquel; and if you plan to fish there, better get permission because the owner wears a six-shooter and has a thing about trespassers. We arrived about noon on a day so hot we had left our neoprene waders at the La Chacra lodge, our new base outside Esquel. Riseforms bloomed and faded all over the glassy run. On the far side a flock of ibises flapped over the wide, green meadow. A harrier soared and dipped, and, far upstream, flamingos stepped across the lake’s marshy floodplain.

Lunches with Safaris Acuaticos are splendid affairs with folding tables, cloth napkins, homemade cheese and bread, cooked meats, salads, desserts, and fine Argentine wines, including 1988 Malbeck. Last season Jorge bought 2,360 bottles. Throughout the long meal I was tormented by the rises. Hatches are few and fleeting in Argentina, and this one could run its course while I engaged in the cardinal sin of gluttony, something I could attend to anywhere, even in the sludgy bowels of Massachusetts. When I could stand it no longer I took a last long pull of wine, hauled on my flyweights and bolted for the river where, with mixed emotions, I discovered that all the fish were pejerreys. It was nice to see a native holding its own with the trout, but after my twentieth pejerrey the naturalist side of me gave way to Yankee prejudice and I yearned for an alien rainbow. Pejerreys are vaguely reminiscent of our mountain whitefish but more slender, with even tinier mouths and two dorsal fins.

Maybe because of the heat Nant Y Fall was being niggardly with her trout. Late in the afternoon I lost my last Turkey-Wing Caddis to a beaten one-pound rainbow thrashing at my feet. I took another decent fish on a skated Elk-Hair Caddis; and then in the twilight with white caddises billowing out of the reeds I slogged back toward the trucks. The parent of the nutria that bit the tip of Greg Vincent’s fly rod cut a silver wake across a wide pool, and something moved against the near bank. As I drew closer I could make out half a dozen spotted tails waving in the evening, the smallest five inches across.

Trying to stay calm, I skated the little caddis into the tails. It vanished in a slurp, and I missed the strike, launching six torpedoes into mid-current. For 15 minutes I skated the caddis across the wide, pink and black pool. And then an enormous trout porpoised behind it, the pink of her flank and back made pinker by the dying sun. At the sting of the hook she jumped once, cartwheeling like a salmon, then ran and sounded. Four feet out from the bank and two feet under the surface was a mud lip protruding over deep water. Each time I’d work her up to the lip she’d dive under it, tearing out line, shaking her head and changing directions. The contest went on and on until it seemed she’d hang in deep water all night. I could hear someone splashing over the floodplain a hundred yards upstream, so at least I wasn’t holding up our departure.

Finally, the great fish came up and over the lip, and, rod low, I skidded her onto the wet reeds. There was more than two feet of her, and, even if she didn’t belong in Patagonia, she was the most beautiful thing I had seen there—the essence of the trip, if not the place. I needed two hands to hold her while she caught her breath.

The Rio Grande—not to be confused with the river of the same name in the island province of Tierra del Fuego—is a huge spring creek, 200 yards wide in some places, that gushes out of the bottom of Futaleufu Dam on the southern boundary of Parque Nacional Los Alerces, flowing west into Chile and the Pacific. For most of our day there Donna thought she had found the essence of Patagonia in the sunlit formation of thirty-six black-necked swans that flew down the river, framed against forested mountains. Jorge, half a mile behind us, had flushed them and worried that Donna had missed the shot. “Not a chance,” she told him when he caught up to us for lunch.

Safaris Acuaticos has developed a fly called “Pancora,” after the native freshwater crab on which Argentine trout glut themselves. You fish these flies dry on a sink-tip line because real pancoras have a habit of rising to the surface, gazing around, then dropping back to the bottom. Often, fish take just as the sink-tip drags your fly under. So, with guide Andres Muller at my side, I stood in a shallow channel in back of an island, and fed the trout of Rio Grande Jorge’s floating-sinking Pancoras. They inhaled them just below the surface, leaving lusty swirls. Again, I wanted to stay there all afternoon, but there was a lot more river to see.

Casting from the raft in the late afternoon, I hooked a rainbow about a foot long—a good fish in any of my Yankee rills. As I was bringing it in, a big brown appeared and clamped down on it like a cigar. I counted to ten-Mississippi, set hard, and fought both fish to the raft where they wallowed on the surface, eliciting laughter from Andres, Greg and Donna. What was connecting me to the big brown was not my hook but his greed. After Donna had fired off a roll of film and I had the brown close enough to grab by the tail, he grudgingly released his prize. A second later the fly pulled out of the rainbow; the brown circled us like a stinger missile and walloped it again, this time seizing it by the head.

Less than two hours east of Rio Rivadavia, which flows into the Pacific, is Rio Chubut, a willow-fringed freestone stream that curls across 600 miles of steppes to the Atlantic. We headed out to it with Marcos Jaeger, part owner of Hosteria el Trebol. The ubiquitous brown hawks called chimangos perched on the fence posts along the 300,000-acre Bennetton sheep ranch. Beside green hills and yellow plains that merged with a hazy horizon, Marcos braked his Suburban and dug out a pair of field glasses. Orbiting over this endless, semi-desert was an Andean condor, the white tops of its wings flashing in the sunlight each time it banked. “Look,” cried Donna, “there are two others with it.” For a long while we stood in the warm, dry morning, watching these ice-age relicts soaring over the endless steppes of Patagonia. Soft Argentine music was playing on Marcos’s tape deck, and never once did I feel impatience. “If this isn’t the essence of the Patagonia, what is?” I asked.

The Chubut fished very well that day, with rainbows to eighteen inches sucking greased pancoras a reel-width from the cut banks.

The biggest trout in Jorge’s new stomping grounds inhabit the remote mountain lakes of Rio Pico south of Esquel. Getting there over the high, rough roads is a major undertaking, so you spend at least one night in a generator-lit log cabin on a grassy hill overlooking Lago Number 3 (the best of the five lakes).

I hadn’t been euphoric about the prospect of sitting on stillwater, slinging grackle-sized streamers on 2X tippets and high-grain sink tips. But my pretensions quickly evaporated. While Marcos muscled the raft into a hard wind I dropped some kind of a green-tailed, bead-head bugger I’d pilfered from his fly box up against the vast field of reeds that nearly circles the lake. “Bottom,” I grunted, feeling brief resistance. But on the next cast bottom belted back and tore out line. Far out in the lake a rainbow the size of a summer steelhead launched itself into the air and hung across the grey-green mountainscape. I lost it, but that afternoon and the next day I landed nine others up to five pounds and got the best out of one of at least seven.

The wind fell away at night; and, into the whisky again, Donna and I stretched out on the grass in the sweet Argentine springtime. The lapwings were calling, but somehow they sounded more melodious now—like Pavarotti yelling at his kids. As we lay there all the images of Patagonia merged into an essence as hard to catch on paper or film as the woodsmoke from Marcos’s freshly kindled fire that swirled around us and up into the infinite southern night. Now we had our bearings; and with our heads toward the lake, Orion flopped back to its familiar position.





ROLE REVERSAL ON THE COLORADO

For about 210 miles in Arizona, the Colorado River below Glen Canyon Dam is infested with alien fish that threaten natives. So, to control the aliens and thereby test the feasibility of recovering the natives, the U.S. Department of Interior has approved a two-year experiment. At Glen Canyon Dam, the Bureau of Reclamation (BuRec) will fluctuate flows in order to expose redds and kill eggs. In a 9.4-mile stretch above and below the mouth of the Little Colorado River (which enters the mainstem 76 miles downstream of the dam) the U.S. Geological Survey’s Grand Canyon Monitoring and Research Center (GCMRC) will lead an effort to remove the aliens with electro-fishing gear, euthanize them with an anesthetic, then hand out the carcasses to local Indians to use as fertilizer. At Bright Angel Creek, 103 miles below the dam, the National Park Service installed a weir on November 18, 2002 that has been interdicting aliens as they enter what is believed to be their most important spawning tributary.

The aliens are wild, self-sustaining trout—virtually all rainbows in the 15 miles below the dam known as the Lees Ferry reach, virtually all browns at Bright Angel Creek and a mix, top-heavy with rainbows, near the Little Colorado River. The natives are chubs; you know, the “trash fish” your grandfather taught you to squeeze and toss into the bushes—in this case “humpback chubs,” federally listed as endangered. The feds weren’t always so protective of humpbacks. For example, 40 years ago, above what is now Lake Powell, they tried to eradicate them (along with bonytail chubs, razorback suckers and Colorado squawfish—all currently endangered) by applying 20,000 gallons of emulsified rotenone to 445 miles of the Green River and its tributaries. As one angler later told the Fish and Wildlife Service: “Everybody was tickled to death. There was so much chub and trash fish, [but] there was no trout.”

Trout control on the Colorado outrages some sportsmen. “We cannot go back to the Garden of Eden,” writes Mike Miller of the Colorado Fishing Federation in an action alert entitled Endangered Species Threaten Sportfishing. “You can poison all of the sportfish in the basin, and the evidence suggests it would have very little impact on recovery of the endangered species … Millions of sportsmen’s dollars are used on endangered species protection. This is a fact short-sighted, narrow-minded environmentalists never seem to consider. In the end, the alienation and disenfranchising of anglers will have a much greater negative impact on endangered species protection.”

A more thoughtful and dispassionate analysis is offered by Terry Gunn, a dedicated conservationist entering his twenty-first year guiding fly fishermen at Lees Ferry and one of the best guides I’ve fished with. Not that Gunn is happy about the plan.

“I really have to question the science,” he told me. “It’s a shot in the dark, a supposition at best. I think the [rainbow] trout are getting a bad rap here; the predation rate on humpbacks is only .07 percent [of trout stomachs checked]. And there are so many other things affecting the humpback chub. Now they’ve got an Asian tapeworm.”

Dave Foster, another highly respected Lees Ferry guide and conservationist, has worked here since 1988, fished here since 1966. Like Gunn, Foster does his homework and never shoots from the hip. “We’re mixing our science,” he declares. “We’ve got a flow regime aimed at reducing spawning trout and at the same time a very expensive program to eradicate trout at the mouth of the Little Colorado River. A few years down the road you’re not going to be able to tease out which was the most effective method. I’ve always felt that what’s good for the trout is good for the chubs.” He agrees with Gunn that the fluctuations aren’t going to hurt the trout at Lees Ferry, but that doesn’t mean they won’t hurt the fishing. “Anglers will do great in the morning,” he says. “But then when the water rises in the afternoon [during peak demand] they’ll be standing up to their nipples and casting to gravel bars that were dry the day before.”

There are a few humpback populations above Lake Powell, but only about 2,000 adults survive in the lower basin, mostly in the Little Colorado River. Like the other seven native fish species once abundant in the 277-mile Grand Canyon stretch of the main Colorado, the humpback is a big-river fish adapted to flows that could vary between 2,000 and 200,000 cubic feet per second. Large fins allow it to sail through fierce currents. Small eyes protect it from swirling silt. So adept is it at sensing vibrations that it can pick off floating insects in water turbid enough to obscure your rod tip an inch below the surface. It has silver flanks, a long snout, a pencil-thin “wrist” before the tail, and the hump of a male pink salmon in spawning condition. When humpback fry, sweeping down from the Little Colorado, hit their traditional habitat in the damchilled mainstream they go into thermal shock and are easy pickings for predators. About 10 percent of brown-trout stomachs checked contain humpbacks; and, while humpbacks are found in the stomachs of only one half to one percent of rainbow trout, there are so many rainbows that this could mean between 125,000 and 250,000 rainbows.

The Colorado squawfish (or “pikeminnow” as the PC police have renamed it), the bonytail chub, the razorback sucker and the roundtail chub have been extirpated from the park (though they still occur above Lake Powell). If trout predation continues at its current rate, the U.S. Department of the Interior reckons the population of adult humpbacks could fall to 500 within the decade. Extirpation would likely follow shortly thereafter.

Angry sportsmen didn’t get very far when they bitched to Trout Unlimited’s national president Charles Gauvin, who—more than any angler I know—has dedicated himself to imbuing the public with what Aldo Leopold called an “ecological conscience.”

“I backed Babbitt’s [1996] flood to restore beaches,” says Gauvin, “and I got nasty mail from TU members, proclaiming that I wouldn’t be happy ’til every trout in the Colorado was flushed into the Sea of Cortez. If we fight this, what will we say to Walleyes Unlimited when they complain about some coho recovery program in Oregon? Let’s grow up. This is a problem we have to live with in these altered habitats where trout are a mitigation species. If the science is good, what business have we to be complaining about efforts to save a native species?”

Critics, including Gunn, Foster and a large element of the environmental community, say the science is bad. But the science hasn’t happened yet. What is underway on the Colorado is called “adaptive management”—you try something, collect and analyze data, then see if you got results; if you didn’t get results, you try something else. Basically, you do the best you can with the information you have. In 1991 adaptive management called for the stabilization of flows. This, reasoned managers, would be good for trout and chubs. Unfortunately, it was good for neither. According to best estimates, it quadrupled the number of trout (which is not the same as benefiting them). Concurrently, the humpback population started to fall off. Before 1991—when flows fluctuated wildly—the trout fishery at Lees Ferry depended on stocking. Now it’s self-sustaining.

The fishery is world famous, the pride of the Arizona Game and Fish Department. I knew I could count on the department for a strong opinion about federal trout control, and fisheries biologist Bill Persons didn’t disappoint me. Was he outraged? Well, no. In fact, just the opposite.

“From the lower end of Lees Ferry and the rest of the river we’d like to manage for our four remaining native fish—that’s humpback chub, flannelmouth sucker, bluehead sucker and speckled dace,” he said. “In the first 15 miles below the dam we’re trying to maintain a quality tailwater trout fishery. The condition and average size of those trout is way down. Growth is very poor. There just aren’t enough groceries to go around.” The fish sampled by the department’s electro-fishing crews average eight inches. Foster reports that fish caught by his anglers average better than that—about thirteen inches—but that the trophy fishing days at Lees Ferry are definitely over. With flow fluctuations Persons and his colleagues expect the size and condition of Lees Ferry trout to dramatically improve. Moreover, because the flow fluctuations won’t be as severe or as sustained as they were previously, the trout will probably be able to sustain themselves. But Persons says this: “I think if we lost three year classes in a row, we’d want to go in with a stocking of fingerlings so we didn’t have a big hole in the fishery.”

What I find astonishing is that precisely the same reservations articulated by Gunn and Foster are being articulated by biologists who advocate trout control. Sometimes the biologists even use the same words. “A shot in the dark,” for example, is also how University of British Columbia fisheries professor Dr. Carl Walters describes trout removal in the vicinity of the Little Colorado. For the past six years Walters has worked as a consultant to the Grand Canyon Monitoring and Research Center; and, being from Canada, he doesn’t carry any of the bureaucratic baggage that might cloud his objectivity. Sometimes, he explains, you have to take shots in the dark because once a native ecosystem has been nuked by a dam, there aren’t lots of options. “We don’t know why the chub population is declining,” he says. “We think it has something to do with too many predators at the mouth of the Little Colorado. But we’re not absolutely sure. And we’re not sure that, if those trout are taken out, the chubs can survive.”

What’s more, both Persons and Walters share Foster’s opinion that “what’s good for the trout is good for the chubs.” Here’s how Walters describes the mutually beneficial influence of fluctuating flows: “At Lees Ferry we went from a trophy fishery to your standard jillions of twelve-inch rainbows. I’ve worked on rainbow trout for fifty years, and I’ve never seen densities this high. For twelve miles they’re lined up like cordwood. The first time I walked down there I thought I was back in one of those California fish hatcheries I grew up in. That’s exactly how it smelled. [He’s not sure what he was smelling—maybe the fish themselves, maybe their excrement, maybe both.] Even if there weren’t a native-fish issue, I think we’d recommend fluctuating flows to kill some of the eggs and try to get better sizes of fish. The river can grow lots of little trout or a few big ones. Gunn and Foster understand this. But some of the other guys keep thinking more fish, more eggs, more fish … That’s just wrong; it’s a rat race that has been played out in tailwaters all over the United States, and it always backfires.”

But what about the browns at Bright Angel Creek? It’s clear that they’re eating lots of chubs; and, once they get out into the Colorado, they have no problem growing.

Fisheries consultant and former Fish and Wildlife Service biologist Dr. Richard Valdez, who has conducted extensive studies on humpbacks and other native Colorado River fish, reports seeing ten- and twelvepound browns in and around Bright Angel. “They swim from there up to the Little Colorado; that’s a big [twenty-seven-mile] migration, but browns will do that,” he told me. “I suspect that there are some guys who know that this is one of the best-kept secrets for big browns and that they’re not pleased about this effort [to eliminate them].”

But managers don’t have a choice—morally or legally. First, the Endangered Species Act mandates the action. Second, while the river from Lees Ferry to the dam is managed by the Park Service as part of the Glen Canyon National Recreational Area, the next 277 miles are managed as part of Grand Canyon National Park. Above Lees Ferry the agency’s mission is recreation (although this mission is trumped by the Endangered Species Act whenever it conflicts with the welfare of a listed species). Below Lees Ferry the mission is to protect and restore all the natural parts and, within reason, allow “natural processes to proceed unimpeded.”

One reason trout are so prolific in the Colorado is that the squawfish—the only large predator fish that evolved in the stretch managed by the Park Service—has been eliminated. This minnow, which can attain weights of eighty pounds or more, is a salmonid-eating machine in other systems, frequently to the dismay of managers. There has been talk about re-introducing squawfish; but they wouldn’t spawn in the cold tailwater, and the idea of put-grow-and-eat-trout management turns off biologists. “There’s concern about fiddling too much,” says Randall Peterson, BuRec’s rep on the Adaptive Management Work Group (a diverse collection of stakeholders including government agencies, Indian tribes, power companies, sportsmen and environmentalists that advises the U.S. Department of the Interior on how to operate the dam). “When we saw the unexpected outcome of the exploding trout population it taught us all to go slow and careful.”

More serious thought has been given to reintroducing river otters, a project that by no means fits the definition of “fiddling.” Otters may have been extirpated when the first dam releases drowned kits in their dens and when the Glen Canyon Dam and the Hoover Dam downstream blocked gene flow. “Without its top aquatic predator the Colorado River ecosystem is just as out-of-whack as Yellowstone used to be without wolves,” comments park biologist Elaine Leslie. “We should be looking at native species restoration wherever possible, and the restoration of ecosystems. The problem at Grand Canyon is that there doesn’t appear to be a viable population of Sonoran river otters [the subspecies that belongs in the park] anywhere in the Southwest. So, if we were to reintroduce otters, we’d want to get the closest possible relative to the Sonoran otter. The issue of most concern with otter reintroduction is the potential impact on the highly endangered humpback chub, which is slower moving than brown or rainbow trout.” But otters target whatever fish is most abundant—i.e., trout—and Leslie believes that, unless otters took up residency on the Little Colorado River (in which case they could be relocated because they’d be wearing radio collars), the impact would be insignificant.

Carl Walters says this: “I don’t think otters would hurt the chubs; they’d be well adapted to this kind of predation. The biggest threat to the chubs, beside the trout and the warmwater fish, is each other. They’re pretty fierce cannibals. I wouldn’t worry about adding otters.”

What good is the humpback chub? If you have to ask, you won’t comprehend the answer, which is this: It is good not because it is beautiful, not because it is interesting, not because it reaches eighteen inches and is every bit as exciting to catch on a dry fly or nymph as any trout, not because it is anything, only because it is. And it needs to be saved because, to borrow the words of naturalist/explorer William Beebe, “when the last individual of a race of living things breathes no more, another heaven and another earth must pass before such a one can be again.” The framers of the Endangered Species Act understood this.

So do Gunn and Foster, despite their grave reservations about the current experiment. Both stress that they want to see humpback chubs do well. And both have it right when they say that trout should not get all or even most of the blame for the chub’s predicament. But trout are one of the few things adaptive managers can do something about.

Everyone who loves the wild, self-sustaining trout of the Colorado had better hope that the current experiment works. If it doesn’t, the next experiment the Department of the Interior is almost sure to try is warming the river by releasing water from higher up on the dam. This could, as Walters puts it, “unleash vampires from the basement,” bringing more alien predators such as stripers, largemouths, brown trout and channel cats up from Lake Mead and the lower river. On the other hand, the enormous amount of restored habitat in the main river might bring on an explosion of humpbacks sufficient to overwhelm the increased predation.

The vampire that frightens Walters most is the brown trout. “They wouldn’t just eat chubs,” he says. “Right now the brown population is small and mostly restricted to Bright Angel Creek. We think that the reason browns haven’t been able to spread out very far is that the water’s too cold. If they move up to Lees Ferry, they’re going to eat the rainbows and ruin the fishing. And the brown trout fishery would never replace it. Big rivers and brown trout fishing don’t go together very well.”

That doesn’t mean that Walters—or anyone else with an ecological conscience—will fight temperature control on the Colorado if it really has to come to that. It means only that the current rainbow fishery is a nationally important mitigation resource that should be retained if it doesn’t mean sacrificing the humpback chub.

Much of the environmental community doesn’t agree. It is pushing hard for temperature control right now. The Grand Canyon Trust—which has announced that it will sue the Fish and Wildlife Service over a humpback recovery goal that’s “a feel-good fairy tale based not on sound science, but political expediency and the desires of powerful special interests”—proclaims that “the Colorado River must be warmed in order to improve recruitment of the humpback chub.” Eight other groups, including the frenetically litigious Center for Biological Diversity, have sent a letter to BuRec charging that one of the goals of its strategic plan—maintaining naturally reproducing rainbows around Lees Ferry “to the extent practicable and consistent with the maintenance of viable populations of native fish”—is not supported by law, contrary to the needs of native fish, and should be eliminated. Maybe they’re right.

But maybe the adaptive managers will prove that humpbacks can be saved just with flow fluctuations and localized trout removal. And maybe the Lees Ferry reach will again produce big rainbows. Meanwhile, sportsmen need to support the professionals they’ve trained and hired with their tax and license dollars, forget everything their grandfathers taught them about “trash fish,” and remember how they reacted most everywhere else—where the natives harmed by aliens are trout.





DIXIE TROUT

On a warm March morning I crouched beside a stream high in Great Smoky Mountains National Park, cradling a brook trout in the icy current. In sunlight, muted by the kind of cloud bank that gave these mountains their name, the belly of the little fish glowed with impossible shades of orange. The Yankee trout I knew had two or three rows of red spots along their chestnut flanks, but this one had seven. The dorsal fin was broader and marked with strange but lovely black stripes. Underfins, with the familiar cream trim, seemed larger.

In the water two Park Service biologists, Matt Kulp and Joe Beeler, slogged around, stunning fish with 600 volts from gasoline-powered backpack generators. They were looking for rainbow trout and happy not to be finding them. Apparently rainbows had never been stocked here, and a downstream waterfall was keeping them out. In previous summers Kulp, Beeler and their colleagues had sorted out the rainbows from other park streams, releasing them below natural barriers. Why would they do such a thing when rainbows grow bigger, fight harder, and when the Park Service had gone to all the trouble and expense to plant them?

Well, values change. These days the mission of the Park Service, unique among state and federal agencies, is to preserve and restore “naturally functioning native ecosystems.” Rainbow trout, which the park quit stocking in 1975, don’t belong here. They evolved in the Pacific Northwest.

The slice of mountain sunrise I was holding in my hand quickly revived and darted back into the flow. At seven inches it was a giant among southern Appalachian brook trout—a subspecies isolated these past three million years in the high country of Virginia, Georgia, the Carolinas and Tennessee. Because of competition from the stronger, larger rainbows, this unique fish, the South’s only native trout, is now confined to high-elevation streams where it is particularly vulnerable to acid rain. In Great Smoky Mountains National Park only about 15 percent of the brook trout are pure southerners because before 1975 the park also polluted its waters with brook trout of the northern race.

The restoration process has been arduous—a tough sell to anglers who lack what Aldo Leopold called an “ecological conscience.” To many of them a trout is a trout, and “bigger” and “better” are synonyms. But a trout is no more a trout than a tree is a tree. In fact, a brook trout isn’t a trout at all; it’s a char descended from an Arctic char prototype landlocked by ancient glaciers. That’s why it seeks out frigid water and why its generic name, Salvelinus fontinalis, means “dweller of springs.” The vanishing southern subspecies is a national treasure, no less valuable than California’s redwoods or Minnesota’s timber wolves.

So far the park has restored 11.1 miles of brook trout habitat on nine streams. “We already had about 121 miles of brook trout water, and we’re shooting to restore another 40 miles,” says project leader Steve Moore. “Restoration of the rest of the original habitat [629 miles] just isn’t practical.” Among the reasons: lack of natural barriers and the proliferation of brown trout, aliens from Europe that can leap over waterfalls rainbows can’t negotiate.

Sam’s Creek, scene of the latest and most spectacular success, was too big to restore with just electroshocking. But when the park proposed to kill the rainbows with a selective, short-lived, utterly safe fish poison called antimycin, some anglers were outraged. Last fall, after a painstaking environmental-review and public-comment process, the park completed the job, but not before shocking and evacuating most of the native brook trout and opening the stream to unrestricted rainbow fishing. Patient and intelligent public education, by the park and a private outfit aptly called Trout Unlimited, has turned attitudes around. When all comments were in, the approval rate for the first antimycin treatment was 81 percent.

Now anglers with new values are contributing money and time to save their native trout. Not because it is a better game fish than the aliens that suppress it (it is smaller and weaker), not because it is more beautiful (although it is), but because it is part of the South’s purple, cloud-wrapped mountains and of the Earth’s genetic wealth—because it belongs.





BRINGING BACK THE GIANTS

We called them “coasters” and “salmon trout” because they patrolled the coastlines of Lakes Superior, Huron, Michigan and Nipigon, and because they were the size of salmon. Then, before we had a chance to learn much about how they lived and reproduced, we essentially wiped them out. We caught and killed a lot of these giant brook trout—but that doesn’t mean there had been a lot of them. Few if any species are as vulnerable to angling pressure. As with so many brook trout extirpations, this one was also accomplished by ripping up landscapes so silt and sand buried streambed spawning gravel, and by razing tree cover that shaded, cooled and slowed runoff.

Today there are only three recognized strains of wild coasters in the United States, all in Lake Superior and all in Michigan: the two streamspawning populations of the Upper Peninsula’s Salmon Trout River and Isle Royale’s Big and Little Siskiwit rivers, and the shoal-spawners of Isle Royale’s Tobin Harbor. There are countless rills in Minnesota that funnel brook trout into the lake at which point, by definition, they become coasters. Most of these fish aren’t much over a pound and a half. Ontario provides eggs from its Lake Nipigon coaster strain to Ojibwa Indian and state managers around the Superior Basin.

Attempts at coaster rehabilitation began in 1890. It was going to be easy—just cluster-bomb the lake with hatchery brook trout. During the next 100 years Wisconsin alone stocked about 23 million fry, fingerlings and adults. Despite those efforts, the state is apparently without wild coasters. And the populations that persist in Michigan’s, Ontario’s, and Minnesota’s Lake Superior shorelines are tiny remnants. In Ontario’s Lake Nipigon (sixty miles long and forty miles wide) recovery is well underway.

Whether coasters can be restored to lakes Huron and Michigan is questionable, but there is reason for much optimism in Lake Superior. Since I last reported on coasters (in the July 2001 Fly Rod & Reel) Superior’s Canadian and American partners—twenty-seven governmental, tribal, university and non—profit organizations-have pooled coaster research and coordinated management. At this writing working groups are about to publish papers that will answer some of our many questions about stream habitat, lake habitat, ecology, populations and genetics.

In 2001 it grieved me to report that Wisconsin and Michigan were thumbing their noses at coaster rehabilitation by permitting Lake Superior anglers to kill three fish a day, which only had to measure fifteen inches in Wisconsin and ten inches in Michigan. But now all partners have implemented strict lake-wide harvest regulations—one fish over twenty inches per day in the states; and one fish over twenty-two inches in Ontario. The tribes are doing even better, having basically committed to no-kill and, as has been their traditional practice, refusing to stock exotic species. Although Wisconsin and Michigan still allow the mass slaughter of potential coasters in most of their tributaries, Minnesota and Ontario have applied their one-fish limit in every stream at least up to the first migration barrier. The new state and provincial regs, which went into effect in 2005, are by far the best news coaster advocates have ever received. Minnesota and Ontario anglers report more and bigger coasters already, though it will probably be at least five years before they see dramatic results.

The only good coaster data we have comes from Lake Nipigon, but it is applicable to Superior because growth and maturity rates are identical. The previous limit on Lake Nipigon (in place from 1990 through 2004) of two coasters over eighteen inches protected only 22 percent of the fish on South Bay Shoal, a major spawning bed. The year-old limit of one fish over twenty-two inches (also in effect in Ontario’s Lake Superior waters) is protecting 87 percent. Rob Swainson of the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources, the godfather of North American coaster rehabilitation, predicts a “huge” and speedy improvement in the Nipigon population and a slower but still impressive one in Superior’s. When he took over coaster management in 1988 the fish were presumed extirpated from the Nipigon River (which meets Lake Superior north of Thunder Bay). When he asked his colleagues for coaster data they told him there weren’t any.

Destroying brook trout habitat has long been a criminal offense in Ontario, but because managers assumed there was none left they’d been allowing Ontario Power Generation to flush and fill the river as if it were a toilet bowl, stranding eggs, fry and invertebrate prey in the process. Swainson got that stopped two years after he arrived, then set about the Herculean task of convincing the angling community that you can catch lots of brook trout or eat lots of brook trout, but that if you do the latter, you won’t do either for long.

In 1989, despite an ugly confrontation with the fillet-and-release crowd—namely the Ontario Federation of Anglers and Hunters (OFAH)—he implemented a limit of two fish over eighteen inches in Lake Nipigon and the Nipigon River. Seven years later—after another ugly confrontation with OFAH—he implemented a one-fish, twenty-inch limit in the Nipigon River and Superior’s Nipigon Bay. A year ago, when he proposed the one-fish, twenty-two-inch limit for all Canadian coaster waters including Superior’s tributaries to the first migration barrier, OFAH shrieked louder than ever, claiming that such a limit at the bottom of the tribs was anti-sportsmen and anti-father-and-son. So Swainson and his colleagues suggested that perhaps the trib limit could be one fish over twenty-two inches or one fish under ten inches. This time, however, there was so much support for coasters among enlightened anglers that they shouted the proposal down.

Some coasters—the Tobin Harbor and Lake Nipigon strains, for example—are known to spawn in the lake (on shoals at the mouths of rivers or over upwellings of groundwater). But others—maybe most—spawn in feeder streams. In order to shut down the slaughter, not just in Canada but in Minnesota as well, managers had to show doubters such as OFAH that coasters need tributaries. Providing the evidence was graduate student Silvia D’Amelio of Trent University in Peterborough, Ontario. D’Amelio compared the DNA of trout captured in the tribs to that of trout captured in the lake and found that fish from both habitats were part of the same population, thereby dismantling the widespread superstition that coasters depend only on the lake. “My research showed that not all tributaries within Lake Superior contribute to the coaster presence within the lake,” she writes me. “However, all the tributaries I looked at seem to have the potential to do so. Because coasters are not unique unto themselves, it is not possible to create a coaster broodstock. You can, however, create a broodstock with the potential to produce coasters. The key is in finding the trigger(s) that cause some brook trout to make the switch from resident to coaster. The most important point to remember for rehabilitative stocking is that to maintain the long-term integrity of these populations, closely related populations should be used to rehabilitate each individual tributary. Using a single source for the whole lake could greatly hamper the long-term survival of these fish.”

One of the environmental triggers is obviously weather. Many of the small North Shore rills that ripple with brookies in May dry up in July. The fish don’t have a choice; they have to go out into the lake, at which point they become coasters even if they’re two inches long. In some cases fish above the barriers are genetically distinct from fish below, but when they get swept over the falls they apparently migrate to the lake also. There’s a coldwater trickle collected by Superior near Swainson’s house that produces no trout of its own; yet every spring it is full of young of the year brookies. In summer they’re gone. “Brook trout have very plastic life histories,” observes Trout Unlimited’s watershed programs director Laura Hewitt. “Full siblings can be two inches and living under an ice shelf and two feet and living in open water.”

So does all this vindicate Wisconsin trout manager Dennis Pratt and his colleagues who don’t even like to use the word “coaster” and who have been criticized by a host of fisheries professionals (including salmonid guru Dr. Robert Behnke) for arguing that, in their opinion at least, “a brook trout is a brook trout”? In a way it does—if, as I suspect, what they meant to say is “all brook trout with access to Lake Superior are probably potential coasters.”

Still, each of the recognized coaster strains has distinctive genetic markers that allow managers to ID them from tissue samples. And there are measurable genetic differences between the coasters of the Salmon Trout River and resident brook trout farther upstream. Whether or not there’s a genetic trigger to migratory behavior is not known. And while D’Amelio’s research was hugely important in that it showed the link between stream and lake habitat, she has never pretended that it tells us anything about possible genetic triggers or even genetic differences between coasters and resident brookies. After all, if the trout she sampled in the tribs were the progeny of coasters, you’d expect them to share DNA.

Pratt makes an excellent point when he observes that Wisconsin’s brook trout habitat has been so grievously damaged by logging, agriculture and development that there may no longer be sufficient competition to force trout out into the lake or sufficient food base for them to grow large enough to want to move out into the lake; and that, in any case, most of the wild trout are far upstream because the low-gradient river mouths are clogged with silt and sand. “We have extremely good groundwater flow,” he told me, “with some streams influenced all the way to the lakeshore. But flow and velocity are so great that survival of eggs and fry is poor. Most Minnesota brook trout populations, on the other hand, are in fairly close association with the shoreline because of barrier falls.”

To its credit Wisconsin is doing something about its habitat problem. It is controlling beavers, smoothing banks to stop sloughing, engineering logjams, flushing sand and silt off gravel by removing tag alder and woody debris, then letting the systems recover on their own (a process which, once the gravel is re-exposed, includes natural accumulation of woody debris).

Some of the most promising work is occurring on Whittlesey Creek, Graveyard Creek, and the Bark River—all subject to no-kill regs. In cooperation with the Fish and Wildlife Service, Whittlesey is being stocked with both strains of Isle Royale coasters. Seventy-six adults, about a third of them radio-tagged, were released in August 2003. Fertilized eggs and yearlings are scheduled in even-numbered years, fry in odd-numbered years. There will be four more years of stocking, then assessments for about five years. Graveyard Creek and the Bark River aren’t being stocked in the hope that their native fish will become coasters.

In Michigan the Upper Peninsula’s only viable coaster producer, the Salmon Trout River, is threatened by a massive metallic sulfide mine proposed by Kennecott Minerals Corporation. No mineral extraction is nastier: Target metals are bound in ores along with sulfur, and when the ore is removed and exposed to air and water it produces sulfuric acid and heavy metals, both of which can foul surface and ground water. Partly due to pollution from Kennecott’s sulfide mine in Flambeau, Wisconsin, that state has essentially banned sulfide mining. Michigan has done about all it can by enacting a decent law, and at this writing a working group comprised of all interests is hashing out specific regulations. But regulations are only as good as enforcement; and there are few places in the nation where mining companies are much bothered by strict enforcement. Trout Unlimited is particularly worried about the footprint. “For us the biggest concern is the relatively remote location of the mine means that all the ore has to be hauled by truck,” says Rich Bowman, director of the Michigan TU Council. “You’re talking forty trucks per day moving thirty miles from the site to the railhead.”

In cooperation with the Fish and Wildlife Service, the Michigan DNR had been stocking Tobin Harbor coasters in three streams in Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore. But the Park Service has wisely nixed the program because researchers using radio tags have found that the streams are producing little coasters of their own. Not messing with native genes is just common sense; and, what’s more, the agency is mandated to “let natural processes proceed unimpeded within reason.” Although spawning runs have yet to be seen, coaster stocking continues on the Keweenaw Peninsula in the Gratiot and Little Carp rivers.

Minnesota managers, who see silvery brookies in the mouths of essentially fishless tribs at spawning time, have shied away from stocking because they want to preserve the genes of the coasters they obviously have. “Our goal is to see if we can rehabilitate some of our own stocks with the restrictive regulation,” comments Don Schreiner, the state DNR’s Lake Superior fisheries supervisor. “Grand Portage [Ojibwa tribe] has been stocking for ten years like there’s no tomorrow. So we see no reason to reinvent the wheel. Let’s watch them and see how it works.” Schreiner and his colleagues would like to see that tribe and others make better efforts at assessment.

The one major disappointment I had in these most recent conversations with my coaster contacts was learning that the stocking of splake (artificially concocted lake trout-brookie hybrids) is still going hot and heavy in Wisconsin and Michigan. (Minnesota and Ontario mess around with these Frankenstein fish on inland lakes but have never polluted Lake Superior with them.) In 2001, when I suggested to Michigan DNR’s Lake Superior Basin coordinator Steve Scott that his agency drop its Lake Superior splake program, he reported that he and his colleagues saw an opportunity to “replace splake with planted coasters.” At that time the DNR was stocking about 80,000 splake a year. Now it stocks between 100,000 and 150,000. Wisconsin stocks about 60,000 (down from about 180,000 five years ago, but mostly because there was poor survival in Chequamegon Bay).

Splake were supposed to have been sterile; but, like the monsters of Jurassic Park, they’ve found a way to reproduce. And in some parts of Lake Superior they’re apparently mixing their warped genes with those of lake trout and brook trout. Not only do they compete with brook trout, they eat them—so voraciously, in fact, that managers actually use splake to control stunting when brookies become superabundant in Western lakes. Finally, the average angler can’t tell the difference between a splake and a coaster. A confirmed Minnesota state record brook trout turned out to be a splake after someone decided to thaw it out and perform an autopsy. And in a recent court case a Michigan angler contested a citation he’d received for illegal possession of a coaster, contending that any reasonable person would have thought it was a splake. The judge agreed.

Wisconsin DNR’s Stephen Schram submits that because lake trout spawning reefs are far off shore and splake haven’t been seen on them, and because brook trout don’t appear to be utilizing nearshore areas, splake stocking is “a nonissue.” Other biologists disagree.

Dr. Casey Huckins, who teaches biological sciences at Michigan Technological University, told me this: “I don’t believe it’s a good idea to stock a hybrid of two species you’re trying to rehabilitate. There’s the potential for interbreeding, and I also question it on ecological grounds. Splake could potentially compete and predate; and there’s angler confusion as to what they have when they catch one.” Henry Quinlan, the Fish and Wildlife Service biologist working on coaster rehabilitation at Whittlesey Creek, and Ed Baker, a research biologist with the Michigan DNR, heartily agree with Huckins.

Schram vows that if coaster recovery starts to happen in Wisconsin, his agency will abandon its splake program. But this is easier said than done. When I asked Baker why Michigan, which has three self-sustaining coaster populations, hasn’t been able to do this he said: “Because anglers want splake.” To me (and doubtless to Baker, who used the word “unfortunately” when he told me splake stocking was still underway) that’s not an answer. Leading the public toward an ecological conscience and a refined taste in natural objects is, after all, why state resource agencies have information-and-education sections. But if you start giving anglers something, even something as offensive as splake, you have to be a lot tougher than your average DNR director to take it away from them. Michigan’s internal review of its splake program has already spawned splake-defense groups. One, in Copper Harbor, is passing out caps bearing the shibboleth “I’d rather be splake fishing.” And Doug Miron, president of the Alger County Fish and Game Alliance, is quoted by the Associated Press as intoning: “Do whatever you want with your coasters, just don’t take away our splake.”

We’re still making major mistakes with coaster management. Unleashing splake in Lake Superior is pure insanity, as is killing generous limits of potential coasters in the feeder streams of Michigan and Wisconsin. And while the new lake-wide U.S. regulation of one coaster over twenty inches (and the Ontario reg of one fish over twenty-two inches everywhere) is frankly better than most anyone had dared hope for, it should be remembered that in order to kill a trophy of this size one has to release a few dozen under that size. So a single, barbless-hook regulation like the one that exists in Lake Nipigon is desperately needed in Superior. So is a bait ban. Also, I remain unconvinced that you can kill any brook trout—even one a day—and expect a truly healthy population over the long term.

Still, at this writing coaster rehabilitation looks as if it’s going to happen in Lake Superior—provided anglers don’t get impatient (as they have with Atlantic salmon restoration in New England, for example). And it’s easier to be patient if one is realistic in one’s expectations. Coaster rehabilitation in the biggest char habitat on earth—now seething with exotic species and charter boats—doesn’t mean a return to the days when businessman were checking into the posh Chequamegon Hotel on Friday, catching and killing 100 coasters over four pounds, then taking the train back to Chicago on Sunday night.

But it does mean that coasters can again be a significant part of the big lake’s biota. And it means that, if everyone keeps on track, you will have an excellent chance of going out with a big streamer or a mayfly pattern in still or moving water and landing a truly giant brook trout—on purpose instead of by mistake.





TWILIGHT OF THE YANKEE TROUT

The ancient cedar raft hovered over Secret Pond’s air-clear spring hole; Maine’s endless, silent forest and its reflection above, below and all around; in my hand, a wild brook trout. The fish, perhaps three quarters of a pound, was immense by our standards. The markings on the green back resembled grub trails on the inside of dead elm bark. Chestnut flanks were spattered with scarlet flecks, each ringed with an azure halo, bottom fins trimmed with ivory, belly brighter than a New England sunset. It was the most beautiful fish or, for that matter, creature I had ever seen. I ran my thumb up through the gills and lanced the spine, then held the quivering carcass aloft for my Colby College roommate, Robert J. “No-Birds” Daviau of Waterville, Maine who was brought up to believe that the Pine Tree State rides atop a giant tortoise and that her borders fall away into primal chaos. “Eeee Tabernac,” he shouted from the other raft. The year was 1966.

No-Birds, who himself knows of nothing more beautiful than wild brook trout (unless possibly ruffed grouse, whose aerial acrobatics gave him his name) had taught me that there is also no food more succulent when fried in bacon fat over dry popple and eaten with your fingers to the mad, discordant strains of loonsong. In Maine throwing back a perfectly good trout was and is seen as sinful, akin to not cleaning your plate. In the words of life-long Mainer Bill Vail, who worked his way through the Warden Service to the helm of the state Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife, “Catch and release to an awful lot of people in Maine is an elitist, yuppy idea that comes from somewhere outside and that ought to be fought at all costs. If they’re not successful at defeating us at the public hearings, they go to the legislature.” A case in point is the repeal last year of the lures-only law for the Kennebec River from Harris Dam to Skowhegan.

The regulation, if not quite catch-and-release, was seen as the next worst thing. It had been proposed in 1991 by Maine Trout, an 80-member group then led by chemistry professor Sam Butcher of Bowdoin College (an institution technically in Maine but so far south as to be considered “out-a-state”). The idea was to save all the wild brook trout that would be released now that the length limit on the river has been extended from six to ten inches and the bag limit reduced from five to two—also at the behest of Maine Trout.

Fisheries and Wildlife liked the lures-only notion, mostly because it unsnarled a morass of complicated rules. Locals had little to say one way or another, and the measure sailed through. But when they read the lures-only notices in 1992 they bawled like mired Herefords. The kids (always it was “the kids”) couldn’t go worming like their fathers and grandfathers. Local culture was being flung down and danced upon by snotty, tweedy, fly-casting intellectuals probably born in Massachusetts. A phone-booksize petition was flung at the feet of the legislature, and Vail was required to hold another hearing. “I was reluctant to do it because once you start jumping through hoops on these things you can very quickly have to change the whole damn law book,” he told me. “It was one of the few public hearings where I lost my temper. I pounded the table to the point where my fist hurt, trying to get order. The only proponents for the original change were the people from Maine Trout. There were two or three of them there, and I still admire their courage. They were from ‘away,’ didn’t even talk like Mainers.” Bait was reinstated.

Maine has the only significant populations of decent-sized wild brook trout remaining in the eastern United States and 97 percent of all native brook trout ponds in the nation. With the exception of a few major streams, especially those connected to lakes, the biggest fish abide in stillwater. Three hundred and five of Maine’s brook-trout ponds never have been defiled by hatchery fish and therefore contain a priceless reservoir of genes. Each spring in these and other Maine ponds there are an estimated 1.7 million wild trout over the general six-inch minimum size limit of which about 365,156—with a mean length of eleven inches—are caught and killed during the open-water season. Yet few people who reside in Maine—least of all the politicians—understand the significance of this resource. On those rare occasions when they look past their borders into the primal chaos, they see lots and lots of big “trout.” But they need to look harder and deeper into the warm, silted water—at the gill covers that don’t fit, the pinched caudal peduncles, the rounded pout tails, the matted dorsals, the pectoral fins abraded by concrete to fleshy stumps. If they did so, they might realize that there are wild trout, and there are “rubber trout”—i.e., those tame, sallow, inbred imitations mass-produced in hatcheries. And they would realize that they are entrusted with a national treasure every bit as valuable as Alaska’s grizzlies or California’s redwoods.
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