Reflections from the River
 
            I truly didn’t know what to expect from this trip what so ever. I only heard of it through a whim and prayer one night as John Weinberg, the ex-president of my FFF chapter back in Minnesota, walked up to me at the end of a meeting and hastily told me about this opportunity of a lifetime, “It’s called the Big Horn River Youth Adventure, its four days of fishing and tying with other kids around the country on the big Horn river in Montana, all expenses paid except airfare and it’s a brand new camp this year! I really think it’s been specially designed just for you, Evan!”

Now who in their right mind could say no to that?

 

The next day I wrote up an essay explaining why I should go and listed all of my many accomplishments within the Metro area regarding getting my piers involved with fly fishing through the club I started at my high school. I had my mom proof read it and off it went, never to be acknowledged again until April. In the ensuing months, however, I was bombarded with other fisherman’s tales of splendor and passion for this river. Stories of massive trout and pristine waters. “Oh boy,” I remember myself thinking at one point, “what did I get myself into this time?” It seems like a right of passage for fisherman, in some aspects, to go fish in Montana. And I wanted to be able to tell others my own stories, my own adventures, and maybe, finally be seen as a fellow fly angler rather than just a kid who fly fishes.

 

Months later, my dream was turned to reality. I received an email from a Frank Johnson, a Big Horn River Alliance board member and creator of the camp, saying “CONGRATULATIONS! You have been selected to attend this year’s Big Horn River Youth Adventure!” And let me tell you, I’ve never been so happy to read an email in my entire life!  I flew out to Billings on June 24th with no idea what to expect. And on the way out, I just so happened to end up sitting next to a prominent Christian rocker/missionary of whom conversed of the many trips he takes to India and performs amazing miracles on sick and disabled people in front of crowds reaching into the thousands. It was very interesting to talk with him about how much the natural world should be a part of every person’s life, just as much as God should be, “They are the true healer’s.” he told me.

 

I quickly jaunted through the small terminal of Billings, Montana to notice the somber, melancholy atmosphere in the place. Only until the day I left would I finally understand why. I met up with Frank and Zoe, the owner of the Abrasaka Fishing Bear Cabins and my mom for the next week, and the other 11 kids who were sent out with me. After eating an awkwardly silent lunch in the parking lot, we took a 2 hour drive into the hills. The rolling plains and mountainous horizon we’re amazingly alien to the limestone bluffs and engulfing deciduous forests that I’m used to. We finally took a long windy road into a valley surrounded by mountains and Indian reservation and I was dropped off at my home for the week where I was greeted by Dave, Zoe’s husband, and my roommates, Chris from California, Cody from Michigan, and Sam from Illinois. All of whom were avid and experienced anglers such as myself. That was one of the coolest parts of the trip, meeting youths that are experienced fly fishers. But, as we would learn over the next four days, we all had different skill levels and different niches within the sport that we excelled in.

As soon as we got settled into our quant little cabin we were whisked away to the top of a nearby hill for a group picnic and casting lesson. We already knew how to cast, but we basically had to adjust our knowledge to accommodate for the situation we were going to be put in while on the Big Horn; high water, fast current, lots of split shot, two flies, and a huge Thinga-Ma-Bobber. “Chucking and ducking!” was the official name of the technique.

 

After that we returned to our cabin and readied our rods for an awesome day of fishing. Tied on long leaders and stocked our fly boxes with the “hot flies”. Plus, I have never seen such a beautiful night sky in my life. The stars literally exploded with life it seemed, every one of them dazzling in its own splendor.

 

The next day we were rounded up bright and dearly, driven to the Big Horn Trout Shop in town, tied until our hearts content. Atomic Worms and Pinkies were on the menu for Wednesday. We did the same for every day except with different patterns.

After two hours or so of tying we met up with our guides in the parking lot, rigged up further more, and set off for After Bay. The After Bay is a giant torrent of white water gushing out of a dam holding back a tailings pond in between another dam even higher up in the mountains. This factor thus meaning that the Big Horn River is a tail water river and the first of its kind that I have ever fished. My first guide was R.A., “…and that’s all you need to know!” He said. Turns out R.A. and I are born and raised Minnesota boys. He’s also one of the oldest birds out on the river, being 70 years old and guiding for 17 years, straight. “I got to retire early and it’s just been something that I’ve always wanted to do, so I decided to do it!” Words we should all live by.

 

 The river was raging, its banks swelled five or even six times its normal rate of flow, due record snow fall. Yet it held its character with a strength that I’ve never known by a river before. I would come to learn from guides I had later on in the week, Curt and Ken, that the Big Horn was a very “consistent river” and that “it spoils people” and that “guides on the Madison hate us because we have better fishing than they do!” As luck would have it, I happened to fish the Madison with my uncle while on a road trip to Glacier National Park and Banff a few weeks later, and I agree with my guides. There is no comparison!

 

My first day floating on the river with RA and Chris (my cabin roommate) was, I’ll be honest, over whelming. But we were rewarded. We anchored at the beginning of a run and pool of which we would name the “Jesus Hole.” RA and myself waded down the edge of the grass and high-sticked the run, “Ok Evan, you’re right on top of em’!”

“What? Really! They haven’t spooked?”

“These aren’t Minnesota trout!” He gave a raspy laugh. “You see that long shadow, just below the riffles there?”

“Yeah?”

“Go get em’!”

With that he waded back up stream to help Chris. I kept floating my nymph rig past the shadow until, it disappeared, my rod bent, and my reel screamed for the first time in my life. “R.A! I got him!”

I heard another raspy laugh from afar as he came running back down stream.

“Don’t horse him! Pull him into this soft water here!” I slowly pulled the fish through the swirling currents. He fought every step of the way and I gladly let him do so!

“What a fish!” I cried out. Then a few moments later I had him landed and, finally, I had caught my first fish. It was a beautiful 20” rainbow. And, it was the fish that will keep me coming back to Big Horn for decades to come.    

 

The Fort Smith community loves there river. And I can see why. It’s a fisherman’s paradise and will get you addicted to its crystal blue waters and awe-invoking fish with a single twitch of your strike indicator. The guides are superb, the community is warm and giving, the landscape’s extremely picturesque. The masterminds behind this event should be absolutely revered in the fly fishing world because they really did something right here. They advocated for their river and the sport, something that many youth camps and/or trips don’t. They inspired us, they treated us like fishermen and women, and they just kept on giving. They made sure that their passion was felt by every single youth on the trip! And it worked. Keeping in touch with many of the kids today, I have found that we are all still dreaming of the Big Horn. And I can guarantee you; every single person on that trip will go back someday.

This should be an example for every group of fishing buddies, club, and organization that gives a grain of salt towards conservation and fly fishing, worldwide! There is no better way to save our rivers and to keep our sport alive than that: Inspiration.

 

 

Thank you so amazingly much Frank, Zoe, and everyone else who gave so much to a bunch of rowdy kids like us. I promise you, your mission has been a success! And that you will see me, and very likely all the other kids, on the river again someday. Let me know when there is a job opening at one of the lodges, I need a summer job during college!  

 
