Fish Story

I have been a commercial fisherman for many years, and with great vengeance toward every fish that ever got away, I have ushered countless tons of their relatives into the food chain.  And this I have done with no remorse.

But last summer I spent a day fly fishing in the "Quality Waters" of the San Juan River in New Mexico, home to some of the largest rainbow trout in this country.  The area is so popular, I found myself standing nearly shoulder-to-shoulder with more than 200 other fishermen.  I was the anomaly, dressed in my borrowed waders with patches on its patches, and surrounded by people wearing two-thousand-dollar outfits and casting with fly fishing rods of equal value.  We were different, but we were also alike.  I too wore my good-luck fishing hat: a nasty baseball cap crusted with sea salt, and a brim shiny with black grease that had hitched a ride there from the deck machinery of a deep-sea trawler.

During the entire day, I saw two or three fish hooked, and one fish landed... probably for the 20th time in his life, as these record-sized trout are all protected and all very wary.  They must be caught on barbless hooks, and must be released.  

But that day for his meal, that one fish chose my fly, a little insect representation the size of an ant, and attached to my fly line by a three-pound test leader.  If I let him pull on that line with a force greater than three pounds, it would part and he would be free.  If I let the line
go slack for a second, he would spit out the hook and also be free.

Two times I was about to reach down to take him in my hand and declare myself the winner, when he exploded into action at my feet, splashing water in my face, and charged away toward freedom.  And two more times the tug of war ensued as I coaxed him back to the place where I was standing in knee-deep water.


He gave it all on that last run.  When I reached down to gently place my hand around his body, he moved not a muscle.  I clamped my rod between my chest & upper right arm, unclipped the hemostats from my $20 K-Mart fishing vest, and removed the hook from his mouth.  He showed no signs of life.

I cradled him in both hands and lifted him from the water, and for just the time of a trio of heartbeats, I admired the beautiful colors that adorned this warrior.  He was two feet long if he was an inch.

I lowered him back to the freezing-cold water and withdrew my hands.  I stood and watched for ten minutes as he remained perfectly still while recovering from his exhausting ordeal.  Then he slowly started to move upstream.

My heart was filled with respect and honor for my opponent.  I would conduct no food chain transactions on that day.

 

On cold-numbed feet I started walking across the slippery rocks toward the riverbank. I could almost feel the quizzical looks from my fellow fly fishers as they watched this rag-tag, fish-catching apparition depart.  The rational part of my mind recognized the part that the element of luck had played in what had just transpired.  But like all fishermen, the rational thoughts became obscured in the mist of success; I grinned inwardly and considered that none of them understood that a commercial fisherman had lingered in their midst.
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