Chapter Two- The Ugly Stik
I can’t remember why, but I remember when I went to Walmart to buy a fishing pole.  It was May 28th 2021.  Now, yes I fished before, most recently I fly fished with Cindy my wife in Colorado twice.  Before that it was in the 1990s, the San Juan Dam in New Mexico with my friend and old business partner Dave Ennis.  A time or two, when we lived next to the Cedar Creek in the house we called “The River Runs Through It” since it flooded the house regularly.  Before that, probably not since I was a young boy fishing in Voorhees State Park- or the little stream on Buffalo Hollow Road where I caught a 14 inch Brook trout on a worm on a rainy day.  We did do some eel fishing in my early teens- in the South Branch of the Raritan at night a few times. So I won’t say I really was a “fisherman” and I hope you allow me to call myself a “beginner”. 
That day when I got home from the Walmart with my new Ugly Stik & Shakespeare reel and probably 8 lb test line, some packs of hooks, sinkers and bobbers, I was ready.  My neighbor Vern-the Undertaker, stopped by to drop off some wood shavings from his workshop for my chickens. Vern is a talented craftsmen and furniture maker. He has all the best “Toys” when it comes to woodwork and is actually a mortician by trade. He was quite busy since Covid 19 was killing so many people he was helping other funeral homes with their people. Vern is a Conservative Trump Supporter from the area. But he and I are friends and we avoid politics.  When I told him I was going fishing he suggested I go to the Allentown Parkway on the Little Lehigh Creek which was only a couple miles away. Vern mentioned one of the clubs from the hatchery was stocking and there would be lots of fish. He said “Don’t worry about “matching the hatch” just use bread and you’ll do fine.”  Did he say bread?  Yep, it turns out, freshly stocked trout like bread, white bread-cheap spongy white bread, especially Brown Trout.  On my way I stopped by and bought a bag of Wonder bread. Something I probably haven’t eaten since I was a little kid, most likely covered with Peanut Butter and Marshmallow Fluff.  It’s soft, forms a ball really easily, stays on the hook and sinks.  These make it a perfect bait to start with and I didn’t know where to get worms without digging them-remember this is day one.  So off to the creek I went.   
When I got there I parked by the “Robinhood Bridge” which I later learned was the name of the first bridge in the Parkway. I climbed down below the bridge; there was no one but me and a Hispanic family standing on the bridge watching.  I tied a #12 Eagle Claw on slide my bobber up about 18 inches reached into my Wonder Bread Bag and put a bread ball on just a bit smaller than a quarter and heaved it into the direction of the water.  As it headed downstream toward the bridge I saw the bobber disappear and I pulled back. I had just hooked a 20 inch Brown Trout.  
If you never hooked a fish like that before, I can say this, the first thing is you learn what a DRAG is. It’s the sound you hear as your line starts to unspool from your reel. On a spinning reel you have a few components, a spool- where your line is, a bale arm that flips down to stop the line from unspooling and a drag adjustment.  The drag adjustment is the large round knob on top of the spool. This is from www.fishingbuddy.com they do a great job of explaining it’s function “The drag system enables you to adjust pressure on the line spool, thereby modulating line pressure on a fish while battling it. At the same time it allows a large fish to pull line off the spool whenever it makes a powerful run.  Without a strong and smooth drag system, letting out line during the battle could turn out problematic – either the drag can get stuck, resulting in a broken line, or it releases line too easily, making it harder to set the hook when a fish grabs your lure.”
Well, the sound of the drag singing is the music that fishermen love to hear. So you understand, it means that when you start reeling-the line is going out faster than you are reeling in. The louder it sings the more you are loosing the battle.  One of the first lessons you learn is the Drag is your friend. With its help you can reel in really large fish on very light line. But, like the moon- “She’s a harsh mistress” the slightest turn on a quality spinning reel changes the tension and with 2 lb test line (A 2 lbs test line means that the line will take 2 lbs of tension before breaking) pulling on a 20 inch Brown Trout you will need to actually reel while she sings her song, by just trying to add the slightest reverse tension.  Meaning you’re reeling in, but the fish is still slowly pulling out line. The game is to tire the fish by keeping the pressure on; pulling up on the pole so the hook stays engaged and the fish is swimming against the tension. The challenge is reeling, working the drag and tiring the fish out before it breaks your line and with 2lb test you have to get it all right or you loose the fish.

  You see that’s what happens when you use 2lb test.  I, on the other hand, was using 8lb test and probably could have dragged in Moby Dick.  But, that was a lesson I hadn’t learned yet.  So now I’m fighting this Big Brown trout in front of the folks on the bridge for almost 15 minutes. It’s running all over the hole- up and down, making the drag sing then I’d reel and it would Jump in the air. If you never seen a hooked 20 inch Brown jump out of the water, it is a sight to see. People are gathering, watching cheering me on. I will say I was fighting it like I had 2lb test. But in actuality that fish wasn’t coming off by breaking the line. No one else was fishing, they were all waiting for me, I’m not sure now after a year on the river if they were secretly hoping it would come off, so I’m going to believe they were rooting for me not the fish.  I look up and I see the Father tell one of his son to get the net.  I let out a sigh of relief- help was on the way- The father yelled to me “Would you like us to net it for you?” I said “Thank you”.  So one of his teen age sons came down and netted it for me.  I picked it up put it on top of the bucket and picked up my pole and started up the hill to the road. The young teen said “Where are you going?”  I said “Home, if you catch the biggest fish and fight it for 15 minutes, there isn’t likely going to be anything better than that happen today, right?”  His whole family laughed. I loaded the fish in my car and drove home.  The map says its 4 miles away- about nine minutes to get home. So let’s say 12 minutes.  When I got home, I opened my hatch and took the bucket out of the back of the car. I probably should mention, the bucket had my fishing gear, a fish and no water.  I was planning on eating the fish. So I walked around to the back of my home and noticed the fish was still alive and trying to breath. 
That’s when I realized I had a choice. I have a small stream in my back yard with fresh clean spring water and a small wooden dam to hold the silt from coming down. It’s not big but cold clean with lots of watercress in it. So I immediately decide to give it Fish CPR. 

I jump into the stream and point the fish’s face into the moving current forcing fresh water through its gills and I’m holding it there.  You might be asking why? Why are you saving the fish you just caught it and were going to have it for dinner right? Yes, but it was a test of resilience and strength-if this fish is this tough to make it, I’m going to give it one more chance.  So I stood bent over for 30 minutes until I could feel its strength coming back, then I lifted it up, took it’s picture and put it in the deepest hole closest to the stream where it’s about 2 foot deep. 
I called her Pamela Brown-because it was a female trout, when you get to know fish you can tell the difference easily. Especially older fish like this. I can take almost 3 years to raise a trout that big depending on the food, but the more you feed them the faster they grow.

She lived in that spot in my back yard for over a month, the neighbor kids, came by to look at her, I fed her every morning and would sit on my wooden bridge and talk to her with my feet in the water.  Then we had a large rain storm that flooded the stream and she went downstream to the big pond at the bottom of the hill. I walked down the stream and didn’t find her beached or stuck while it was still pretty high to be sure. 
A few days later, I caught a pretty big male Brown trout – you can tell the difference pretty easily. Males are called jacks & females are called hens- jacks are distinguishable by their jaw as well. While the hens have a round mouth, the jacks have a sharp hook jaw.  I brought him home alive and snuck it into the pond so she could have a friend.

I truly believe by catching that big trout the first day inspired me to keep going. There is something in the feel of a fish on the line that gets the adrenaline flowing. It’s like a direct connection between you and a wild animal. You realize that you aren’t the only one involved here, you have a living creature fighting for its life using all its instincts to get free.  You on the other hand have some advantages; you understand what’s actually happening and have a scientifically crafted tool that centuries of fishermen have developed. Yet in the hands of a beginner the fish is likely to get free. But in the hands of a skilled fisherman, it’s a rare and especially wily fish that gets away. That skill only comes with practice- something that takes missing lots of fish until you have the exact touch.   
As with most things practice makes perfect- and it was that day I decided I wanted to learn to fish. I wanted to become highly proficient at it and was going to put in the time to learn since for the first time in my life I actually had the time. I knew at that moment I was hooked.
“Pamela Brown” is a Tom T Hall song about giving credit to a girl that he didn’t marry, for the good times he had because he wasn’t married to her.  I see in hindsight, my decision not to eat her, but rather save her life allowed her to send me on a year long adventure full of fun and self reflection. There is a verse in the song that says it best: 

“I don't have to tell you just how beautiful she was
Everything it takes to get a guy like me in love 
Lord, I hope she's happy 'cause she sure deserves to be
 Especially for what she did for me”
