Fishing with Frank

Before I start, I should say a little bit about the perspective from which this little tale is told.  I am a commercial fisherman, and have made a career of killing fish.  Commercial fishing is not a sport.  It is a dog-eat-dog business, and the code of ethics that is practiced, and understood by all participants, leaves little room for high-falutin’ ideals; unless, of course, you are in danger, and then heroics become routine.

Another way of saying this is, you will never see one fisherman tell another the truth about anything.  Ever.  Lying is synonymous with self-preservation.  Every trick in the book is employed to ensure that you get your share.  It’s survival of the fittest.

This story is about part of a day I spent sport fishing with an old friend.  Specifically, fly-fishing for trout in Colorado, something my friend has been doing since he was a small boy.  This day would be my introduction to a very unnatural pastime: catching fish, and letting them go.  I was pretty sure I could adapt to that, but one thing I couldn’t change was my attitude.  We never discussed it, but in my mind this was to be a serious contest.  And I was confident I could win, for I was a professional fisherman, and the attitude that goes along with that would overcome all odds.

Frank is in the restaurant business, a difficult and finicky business at best, and he has been successful.  He’s been very successful.  If he had to actually count all the money he’s made, I mean the bills themselves, one lifetime wouldn’t be nearly enough time.  Nor would nine, I suspect.  But he doesn’t do it for the money.  I’m not sure exactly what he does do it for, but you can tell it’s not the money just by looking at him.  He never spends any of it.  It’s just numbers someplace.  He’s entirely unaffected by it.  Just an old guy shuffling around in rumpled chords and blown-out topsiders.  I think that’s why I like him.  He doesn’t act like some rich guy who’s better than the rest of us.  Sometimes, he’s even pretty good at hiding his intellect.  He sure suckered me this day.

I was on vacation, motorcycling around Colorado with some friends for two or three weeks.  I had recently taken up fly-fishing as a hobby and this was my first opportunity to fish for trout in the mountains.  I had a five-piece #10 rod that I was learning saltwater fishing with, and had built a case out of PVC to carry it in.  The case was sprayed flat black and fastened to the forks of the front wheel of my bike which, by the time we met up with Frank, was covered with bugs that were way too squashed to use for bait.  The plan was to spend three or four days staying with Frank in Aspen where he grew up, and he would ride with us on a couple of day trips.

That went as planned, but I was steady lobbying for a little fishing trip, and one morning Frank announced that he would take me up the road a ways and we would try our luck on the Roaring Fork River, which flows through Aspen.  He mentioned that he hadn’t fished it in 20 years, but maybe there were still some fish in it.

I was sittin’ on go as my rod was a permanent part of my bike for the trip and all I had to do was grab my K-mart vest, which had everything I needed… someplace in one of its 57 unlabeled pockets.  Frank wasn’t quite so streamlined.  He had to pack his gear in the pair of hard shell saddlebags on his bike, and ended up with a two-piece rod sticking up out of one, and a pair of waders hanging out of the other.  When he was ready to go, it looked to me like I was heading out for a little motorcycle fishing with the Clampets.

We fired the bikes up and headed out of town on the road that follows the Roaring Fork upstream.  I had no idea how far we were going, but I was getting a little concerned.  I wasn’t too sure how long it would be before some of that stuff was going to start falling off of Frank’s bike.  Nothing was secured, and there was no way to close the lids to the saddlebags.  The waders, and especially the rod, had a lot more hanging out than what was inside the bags.  But Frank finally found a likely spot, and we pulled over.

We got off the bikes and walked to the edge of the road where we could get a better look at the stream below.  But Frank didn’t like it, so we cranked the bikes back up and continued on upstream.  And so it went for two or three more stops, until Frank found a place that looked good to him.  I’ll admit… it all looked the same to me, and I was glad I had my guide along.

I got my rod stuck together and the reel attached, and that’s all I had to do.  Frank took a little longer, getting all dressed up in his waders and then pulling his five-piece walking stick out of one of the bags.  These sticks are made of aluminum tubing and are supposed to have a bungee cord inside them.  All you have to do is grab one end and all the pieces are supposed to snap together automatically when you shake it.  I think maybe his bungee cord was shot, or something.  It took him a while to put it together, and there was duct tape everywhere on that thing.  This piece had to stick to that piece and then something else was taped to something, and I started chuckling to myself when I thought about all those big numbers on his P&L sheet.  There had to be some way he could pull a new walking stick out of that mess.  But then he wouldn’t be Frank, would he?  And what would I have to chuckle about?

We locked the bikes up and climbed down the embankment to the stream.  Next thing was to choose a fly and get that rigged up.  I had brought a little plastic box full of flies with me that I had ordered from Cabella’s.  It contained a “common assortment,” according to their catalogue, but they were all alien to me.  I opened it up and asked Frank what he thought.  He poked though my collection and said, “Well… let’s start with a PMD.”

“A what?”

“PMD.  A Pale Morning Dunn.”

“Oh, by all means… which one’s that?”

“This little light tan one here.  It’s a good all-round choice when you don’t know what’s happening.”

So I pulled one out and tied it onto my leader while Frank got rigged up, and we walked out into the stream.  And my sneakers started soaking up some of that cold, clear melted snow, and those old raggedy waders of Franks started looking pretty good.

We walked upstream a ways and came upon a big boulder lying right next to the left bank.  Frank stopped and pointed it out to me.  “See the calm water behind that boulder?  That’s a likely spot for a brown trout.  Flip your fly right in there.”

This was not exactly what I had been waiting for.  I thought of all those hours spent practicing with that big, heavy 10-weight rod in the grassy field across the street back home.  I could shoot that line nearly 80 feet with a double-haul technique and lay it across a two-foot 2x4.  But here, I didn’t need any of that skill.  The spot was to close.  All I had to do was just reach out with the rod and flip the fly to it.  I could have spit that fly to the right spot.  

But the flip was good enough.  And BAM, I had a fish on the line.  Just like that.  It was a brown trout, as advertised by my guide.  Why… it was a half a foot if it was an inch.  Well, maybe I’m exaggerating a little.  But I know for sure it was a good third of a foot.  It would have been pretty good bait back home.

But it was fun.  I had my first brown trout.  I took him in my hand and lifted him out of the water while I removed the fly from his mouth.  And that little guy was beautiful.  He had spots all over his sides.  Some were pink, some were green, and some were yellow, I think.  I don’t remember what else.  I’d have to look at a picture to be sure.  But he looked like this little brown fish that someone had pulled out of the stream and then painted all these different colored spots on him.  It was almost surreal.  Mother Nature is such an artist.  But he was getting a little short of breath, so I put him back in the water and watched him scurry off.

Meanwhile, Frank had flipped a fly in the same spot and caught one just as quickly as I.  One apiece.  He said, “Well, that’s how it’s done.  I’m going to head upstream a bit.  You start fishing that way and we’ll meet up there someplace.”

“Ok, I’ll see you in a while” I said, and he headed on up the stream.  I popped my fly in that hole one more time, and BAM: two to one and gaining.  I tried a couple more times, but three fish was all that spot was going to produce.  So I started moving up the stream with great stealth, and quickly decided that I’d better stop and cut myself a walking stick before the stealth went to hell in a hand basket and those slippery rocks put my butt in that cold water.  I was learning.

My brand new, with no duct tape, walking stick improved things considerably.  It’s that attitude: identify the problem, conjure a solution, and make it happen.  Now, the only weapon that Frank had on me was that pair of waders.  And by now, my feet in those wet sneakers were freezing.  But that only meant that he was more comfortable than I, and that could be overcome with attitude, or will, if you please.  No factor!

 So once again, in the stealth mode, I was stalking my prey as I moved upstream, looking for that perfect rock with the calm water behind it.  I stalked for perhaps a half-hour, but found no rocks.  But during that half-hour, the impossible had happened: my feet had gotten even colder.  No thoughts of quitting though; you just dial in a little more attitude.

Soon I came across a log.  A big one.  It started on the bank and ran a good ways out into the stream, and there was a large area of still water behind it.  Comparing it to my rock, there was room for thirty or forty fish there.  How was I ever going to convince Frank that I had caught so many fish?  That’s the trouble with letting them go.  But I did notice that this water was a bit stagnant.  It was even supporting some flotsam, leaves, sticks, and other bits of that nature stuff.  I wasn’t so sure about that at first, but after a half-dozen casts I decided that flotsam was a bid sign.  But I did notice that the stagnant water was a lot warmer than the flowing stream, so I hung out there for a few minutes before I resumed my stalk.

It wasn’t long before I started noticing some occasional strange indentations in the patches of mud at the stream’s edge.  They were circular and had a little deep hole in the center.  I was racking my brain, trying to think of some creature that had feet that looked like that when it dawned on me that those imprints were made by Frank’s walking stick.  I had picked up his trail.  Ah, ha!  I had just learned something about stalking the stalker.  I decided I would put it to use.

I knew if I quit worrying about scaring the fish, I could catch up with Frank pretty quickly, and maybe get a glimpse of how he was doing.  Last count, it was two to one, but that was quite a while ago and he may have known where another of those rocks was.  Maybe a bigger one with more fish, and he was saving that one for himself.  I reached out farther with my walking stick and shifted into overdrive.

It takes a good bit of concentration to stay upright while in the high-speed mode, and I almost blew it.  But I just happened to glance up for a second, and there was Frank ahead of me, casting into the stream.

I froze the instant I saw him, but it was probably unnecessary.  He was all concentration, standing in a half-crouch, bent forward at the waist, and casting into the middle of the stream.  I couldn’t understand why he was wasting his time fishing there, so I stood still and watched some more.

He was casting into a portion of the stream that was quite shallow, and the water running across the rocks was turbulent enough to be called white water.  He made one cast… and hooked up.  I’ll be damned.  I couldn’t tell for sure at that distance, but it looked like his fish was bigger than the brown trout we caught at the rock, and more like silver in color.  He made another cast, and caught another one.  Missed on the third cast, but caught another on the next one.

That son of a bitch!  He’d sent me on a wild goose chase looking for brown trout under rocks that were about as rare as mermaids in this stream, and meanwhile he was loading the boat fishing for rainbow trout in the rapids.  Well, loading the boat figuratively, for we were releasing all these fish, and we didn’t have a boat.  But it was just as well, for he had no evidence of how badly he was beating me.  But my big, bad, commercial fisherman attitude took a little dive.  I’d just let a hamburger flipping, hot-dog salesman stomp me so bad that I was probably going to have psychological issues for the next two or three months.  Who knows how many tons of fish were going to have to die before I got my self-esteem back?  I’d have kicked something if my feet didn’t hurt so much.

But I was covered.  If he started talking about it, I could always call him a damned liar.  All fishermen are like that, you know.

