










SALMON & STEELHEAD JOURNAL 57

SALMONANDSTEELHEADJOURNAL.COM

some like Carpenter Island swaying with 
green swags of  moss and dark water that 
could float my hat. Classic Zane Grey 
story-water, mountain sides that rise off  
the river bank, quiet, coolness, bear tracks 
on the beach, open gravel bars, shallow 
ledges, five otters sliding past before the 
mink shows. Red-barked ponderosas 
pines tower uphill. The thick, earthy scent 
I’ve been looking for is here, the smell of  
a wild river and wilder fish.

What they lack in size, half-pounders 
and Rogue summer-runs make up in 
meanness, muscle and attitude. On the 
first adrenal-powered burst a 15-inch 
half-pounder is easily mistaken for an 
adult. But there’s no mistaking adults. 

It was a classic, drink-your coffee, 
wait-wait-wait take at Old Man Pool, and 
I finally get it right. 

Quarter cast near, swing, hang, wait; 
quarter-cast middle, swing, hang, wait; 
quarter-cast far, swing, hang, wait. 
Two steps downstream and do it again. 
Near the bottom of the sweeping pool a 
monstrous boulder barely creases the slick 
surface. Lesser boulders to the side. The 
summer-run must have been belly down 
in the hydraulic pocket above the rock.

The take is soft, deliberate almost 
exactly like the half-pounder that ate a 
few minutes before. No reflexive strike. 
No involuntary whack. This time I do it 
right—the James’ way. I do nothing.

Wait, wait, wait some more. The 
floating line moves downstream. The 
steelhead has lifted from the gravel, 
mouthed the intrusive fly, took it and is 
now turning downstream back to its lie. 
Cautiously I lift the rod tip into resistance, 
feel the fish a split second before it feels 
me. The first run explodes through the 
surface and ends in an all-out rip across 
the pool.

My shout is loud enough to spook ev-
ery white egret within a quarter mile, and 
it brings James crashing to the bank.  

Line flies off  the reel, backing flies off, 
the steelhead jumps again. And again. A 
complete summersault this time.  He’s on 
the reel and it feels so good.

I can hear James wahooing scrambling 
to the boat for the live-net, chucks his rod, 
runs to the fight. And it’s a good fight. 
I’ve had harder, wilder, bigger, but this 
fish is special. Everything was right, the 
technique, the setting, the pool, the fight, 
the river. 

The steelhead comes into the net and 
behaves, an eye fixed on me as the hook 
slides out. Photos, high-fives, all the 
necessary stuff  and then a good Rogue 
release. Perfect. SSJ


