October in the Lehigh Valley is usually pretty mild with chilly mornings and warm afternoons.  I was waist deep in pond # 6 at the Lil Lehigh Trout Nursery looking up at the large man on the stocking truck.  Spinner Don as his friends call him is a larger than life fellow- his booming voice and large presence was a bit intimidating for a fellow like me since he has a way of sounding like he is in charge.  I looked up at him as I handed him a net full of large brown trout that I just scooped from the water.  “Hey Donnie, you ever thought about teaching a young guy what you do with that spinner you use?” I said as a big smile crossed my face.   He looked down from the truck as he dumped the net of fish into the waiting tank and said in a serious tone “I don’t think I know you well enough.”  I just stood there and looked at him for a minute wondering if he was kidding, then I went back to scooping fish.
With my dysfunctional up bringing, that was a crushing blow- but I couldn’t let that show, so I just kept working.  All the while thinking, I just spent the last couple months helping at the fish nursery during my free time. Trying to be friendly & helpful, pretty much without incident, what had I done wrong to be so clearly rejected?  Had I somehow made him mad at me?  

There was a storm / hurricane that came through at the end of the summer and caused a lot of flooding. I had at this point spent almost everyday since May 28 fishing on the Little Lehigh Creek.  My mentor Kenny was working a lot and I was now venturing out on my own, learning about the Little Lehigh Creek by following it upstream.  Exploring areas that Kenny hadn’t showed me and sections that looked like they should have fish.  

I bought a pair of water proof sneakers from LL Bean – actually two pairs because they were on sale for $29.  They had like a  rubber liner sort of ankle sock built in which kept the gritty silt of the creek out and with a pair of Fishing shorts- (they are made of “Rip-Stop” and dry really fast) I could just wade into the creek without boots. The only problem is that walking across fields you get lots of scratches on your exposed legs from what I believe is greenbrier, “Smilax rotundifolia” and giant hogweed. These plants have needles and tiny spikes on them so when your bare skin rubs against them they sting and scratch your skin.  But the only way to get to the “Path Less Traveled” where you are likely to find fish is as they say- “Go where others fear to tread.”
So day after day I would explore sections of the creek, fishing by myself, walking in the water all day, climbing the banks and spending the day searching for fish. Each day making it my goal to not return home until I caught one fish, but all the time practicing the skills I learned from Kenny.

When the Storm/Hurricane came it dumped 3 inches of rain in a matter of hours and flooded the lower streets in our town, busting up chunks of pavement and flooding the lower homes.  The next morning I traveled out for my daily fishing expedition and went to Keck’s Bridge where most nights I would end up because could usually catch a Brown trout to meet my daily quota of one fish.  
Brown Trout (Salmo trutta)  were introduced to the US in 1883 when a NY Biologist working with the U.S. Fish Commissioner got brown trout eggs from a Baron Lucius von Behr, president of the German Fishing Society. They have a greenish brown color sometimes a yellow belly and black and red spots. When you get a big one on, it’s not unusual for it to point it’s nose to the bottom and fight like crazy to get off your hook.  In our area most of the older fishermen like to catch them because of the fight they put up.  
Well the day after the storm was sunny and warm, but the river was flooding and the color of Chocolate Milk.  But for the reason of trying to fish every day that year, I decided to throw my line in to the raging water just to say I tried that day.  Of course it swept down and nothing would bite on the piece of bread I had on it.  So I decided to drive past the fish nursery at see what was happening there.   When I arrived the water was covering a couple of the ponds and there were some older guys standing there looking at the flooding.   I walked over and started talking to them about it and what they were doing.  One of the fellows was a guy that looked like Santa Claus- His man was “Bill” another fellow was a older guy by the name of Bernie.  Both guys appeared to work there and were watching as the water receded.  That’s when I saw fish swimming in the lawns around the flooded tanks. The water had risen so high some of the fish escaped the pond and were swimming in the water all over the park area lawn.  It also was pouring over the berm separating the river from the nursery & park which likely meant fish were also going over into the creek. 
As the water receded, the tops of the ponds became visible and the mess that covered the ponds to keep the Gray Herons (Ardea Cinerea) out of the pond- Gray Herons are a long legged large bird with an “S” shaped neck and long beak that stand in the water and eat Fish.  They eat a lot of fish-so keeping them out of the Fish Nursery ponds is very important.  The mesh is black and made of string much like a fishing net- the only problem is when it’s covered with water the fish swim into it and get their gills caught just like the nets they use on fishing trawlers in the ocean. So you have to work quickly to get their heads free or they will die from lack of oxygen.  Carefully pushing their heads back through the net without injuring their gills, but there were literally hundreds of fish in the nets.  So we all were running around pushing fish out of the nets, picking them up swimming in the water covered grass and putting them back in the ponds.   

But as the hours went by there were lots of dead fish- certainly over 100 fish – most were well over 12-15 inches and just hours before were alive and well.  When it was all done, Bill & Bernie asked if I’d like to volunteer with their club, The Lehigh County Fish and Game Protection Association.  They met once a week to do work around the Nursery- there were two other clubs- The Pioneers & Trout Creek- each one had it’s own membership and work days.  Each group got a third of the fish to stock.
“According to The Morning Call archives, the Lil-Le-Hi Trout Nursery was created as a state-owned hatchery in 1883. The state operated a hatchery there until 1903, when the operation was taken over by the Troxell family.

In 1907, the facility was purchased by local businessman and philanthropist Gen. Harry C. Trexler, who upgraded and expanded the hatchery and operated it until his death in 1933, after which the facility became part of his estate.

Between 1933 and 1949, the hatchery went through a long period of uncertainty as local businessmen, sportsmen’s groups and government agencies squabbled over its future. In 1945, a court decided the facility should be purchased by the city, which paid $40,000 for the nursery the following year.

In 1949, the city entered into a cooperative lease agreement that allowed three local sportsmen’s clubs — Lehigh County Fish and Game Protective Association, Pioneer Fish and Game Protective Association and Trout Creek Fish and Game Club — to operate the nursery on the city’s behalf and stock fish raised there exclusively into waterways within the city limits.” Per The Morning Call May 27, 2008.  

So after a few months of power washing, cleaning ponds, shoveling fish poop, moving and counting fish, this was going to be my first stocking. It was Oct 1st and we had 800 fish to stock from “Bogart’s Bridge (a covered bridge) all the way to the “Hump” bridge on Martin Luther King Jr road.  This area of the Little Lehigh Creek is known as the Parkway.  It’s a highly accessible section of the creek that runs through the city maintained park.  There is a paved road open mowed grass fields where families go to walk, fish, play with their dogs and just enjoy the out of doors. The creek runs through the middle of it. This is the area where I caught my first fish of the year next to the “Robinhood” bridge, wooden bridge that is about three quarters of the way through the park. 
After loading the fish into the big water tanks on the back of the Green F350 Stake body truck , that were equipped with aerators, we all piled on the back and headed down the road to the parkway.  Stopping at different areas where people were standing in the early morning light with fishing rods in hand.  A few of us jumped off and ran alongside the truck as we slowly moved down the road next to the creek.  Spinner Don & Santa Bill-would scoop up some fish in a net with a long handle and hand it down to one of us so we could climb down the banks or over the rocks to the river and dump the fish in front of the waiting fisherman.  Sometimes they would say thank you and say a kind word- but there were also people that were members of the other clubs that would complain that we didn’t put enough fish right in front of them.  Which I thought was odd, because from my very limited experience, I though finding the fish was the fun part. But that was soon to be another lesson in fishing I was going to learn- The POLITICS of fish- and how every group has its own Peyton Place. 

When we got all the fish in the creek, we went back, cleaned the truck, put away the nets, got in our cars and went back to fish for the fish we just put in the river.  Stocking days that happen on Saturdays means you put the fish in and someone catches them. Fish you spent the summer and in the case of these fish, two years growing.  So you’ve probably had handled most of them numerous times, moving them from pond to pond over the years. You are also pretty proud of the fact you put them in there for others- but at the same time you start to take it personally when people don’t treat them well.  
I know “treat them well” sounds silly when talking about fish, especially 800 fish you now have some kind of “bond” with because you fed them, cleaned their ponds with hours of power washing and painting the concrete walls of their ponds & raceways- Going in the water in January & February to clean out the dead fish and scrape the green algae off the big aerators so they can get enough oxygen to grow. Showing up Sunday mornings to feed them in the winter time when the rest of the Park staff is off, because the local tourists & park users are limited by the cold and don’t feed the fish with the Fish food the Clubs keep in the vending machine to sell by the bag to the public during the rest of the year.  

So when you see people with stringers full of fish- (Five is the limit from April to Labor Day – then it goes to 3 in the fall) your heart kind of drops a bit. Realizing that the fish you raised stayed in the Creek for a matter of an hour or so.  So fishing with lots of other people is in many ways very stressful and in my opinion, not a lot of fun. 

When I headed back to the creek, I called Kenny & Search my son, to meet up and we would fish together.  Which lasted a couple hours and due to our different fishing styles we soon were separated and now I was alone.  Walking down the creek looking into the water with my polarized glasses to see if I could see any fish, while tossing my line with a small bread ball and a spit shot sinker about 8 inches up into the areas no one else was fishing. 

I had caught one of the Brown Trout we had stocked, but quickly returned it to the water saying quietly “free Willy” and moved on.   I ended up all the way to the bottom of the Parkway known as the “Hump Bridge” which crosses the Little Lehigh Creek at Martin Luther Jr Blvd.   The creek makes a pretty large bend and joins the Cedar Creek on that bend then heads East along side Martin Luther Jr Blvd.  There is an open field in the center of this large horseshoe bend with a lot of low brush on the edge all the way around. It covers about two football fields worth of area and on one side is an old wooden railroad trestle in poor repair that crosses over the creek and a very deep hole with fast water running through it, which leads into a wide open area where there is a lot of water that can be accessed from the sides and bottom of the pool where it become shallow and narrows back to about 25 ft wide 3 foot deep creek heading into the horse shoe bend. 
This was where the club put its “Honey Hole”.  A “honey hole” is a spot clubs stock heavily with the trout they are stocking for the day, hoping to do it privately enough to be able to come back later that day and fish.  Some clubs hide them in other parts of the river to have a better chance of not letting the general public know for a few hours so that the folks that did all the work might get to enjoy the fishing where there are lots to catch.  Honey Holes, inevitably get discovered because someone spots the truck or possibly a club member tells someone and the cell phones all over town start ringing. Then is short order the place is full of people.  
After Spinner Don’s comment “I don’t think I know you well enough” I was so down hearted and dejected I figured I shouldn’t be fishing in the “Honey Hole” since I really wasn’t part of the clique, something that I was used to my whole life.  But near the later part of the day I ended up there.   I got to the railroad trestle and saw Dean-, he was another member of the “crew” at the club. A tall thin soft spoken older retired guy, that you were not likely to hear an unkind word leave his mouth- he was agreeable, gentle in nature and just an always friendly sort.  I sat on the bank and watched him fish and chatted as he cast into the large pool where I could see lots of fish swimming. There were others there but like how most conversations with Dean went- it was easy to focus on what he was doing and saying without distraction. I think it was his soft tone, but he had a way to keep your attention.  I mentioned Spinner Don and he said- “Yes Donnie has a very unique style of casting, he pitches his lure upstream at 45 degrees. It’s very different than how most people fish.”  I can’t recall another word of that conversation after that.  My brain, took over and was trying to understand how that worked, trying to figure out the logic of that way of casting a spinner.   You see a typical spinner is a wire with a loop on one end, usually a small metal blade (oblong rounded piece of metal- a couple colored beads and the end of the wire bent into a circle with a treble hook attached. A treble hook is basically 3 hooks wired together so that any angle the fish hits it they will get caught. They come in all colors, sizes and work best when you reel them in against the current to make the blade spin in the water to appear as a flashy colored minnow. Fooling the fish into thinking it’s an injured minnow swimming around.  But if you cast them upstream you’ll have to reel faster than the current speed to get them to spin properly to fool the fish.   That was what made my mind wonder trying to figure out the mechanics of it. 

Shortly after that Dean said “Donnie’s right around the corner fishing if you want to see how he does it.”  I didn’t need to be told twice- I bid him good luck and headed over to where Donnie was standing on the edge of the 4 ft high bank casting into the creek.   I sat down about 15 feet away, set my pole down and began watching him. After a few casts, which he does with one hand on the pole and the other holding the line and letting go at just the right time with a side arm swing, he said “Well how’d you do?”  I said “I caught a nice 14” Brown, how about you?”  He replied “19 so far.”   

Donnie catches and releases all his fish, so he can catch as many as he likes because the only limit is what you keep, not what you release back in the water.   I sat there for almost an hour and he kept saying “There are fish right there, you can catch”  I said, “No, I’m good,  I’m just enjoying the day.”  But in reality, I was trying to figure out what he was actually doing without letting him know I was really watching his every move.

Donnie uses a easy-casting Zebco triggerspin reel- the kind that you usually see kids with it’s close faced which means you can’t see the line on the spool- since there is a rounded cover with a hole in the center where the line comes out. There is a crank handle and a large button on the back end you hold down on when you swing the pole to cast and let go of the button when you want the line to start its journey out with your lure. 
At this point in my limited understanding of fishing- it just looked like a kid’s reel and I thought it was a bit odd since I hadn’t seen anyone else with a reel like that other then the little kids fishing along the creek or ponds. 

So when I got home I ordered one-and a bunch of spinners from Amazon.  Three days later they arrived in the afternoon and I placed the reel on my rod grabbed the spinners and headed out to the creek.  This was probably Oct 4th so the afternoon was warm and I had spent the summer wading in my now full length quick drying fishing pants and sneakers.  I used to like being in the creek waist deep, fishing and people would see me and say “How’s the fishing?” and I’d yell back “Oh, I’m not fishing, I’m doing water Pilates”.  
I went down to the parkway below the Robin hood bridge past the fast water, where it became flat and fairly deep.  Waded out in the water turned upstream and cast that lure as far as I could.  It hit the water and I started cranking it back downstream.  Within a couple feet from where it hit, I felt a sudden stop, then a pull. I had just hooked a trout on a spinner for the first time, fishing upstream.  

Then out of nowhere, a booming voice came from my left side and I turned and there was Spinner Don- standing on the path watching the whole thing. “You got one?”  I said “Yes”   Then he said “I see you learn fast” and kept walking down the path.   

I quickly too the fish off and put it back in the creek, I climbed back up the bank and followed him down the river to where he got in.  I sat down on the bank and started watching him, chatting him up, questioning his skills and technique.  He explained,” Fish swim facing upstream- their food comes down in front of them. If you stand in front of them, and pull the spinner up behind them it comes from an unnatural direction and as they follow it they see you reeling and you’ll spook them.  But if you sneak up behind them while they are looking the opposite direction, cast in front of them the lure comes down the way normal food does they will chase hit it quickly because they know it’s going past them and they may only get that one opportunity.”  

All of which made perfect sense- and after a few minutes he said “Why don’t you get in in front of me and cast up by that debris pile on the side of the creek”  So I climbed down and with a quick pitch put my spinner right next to the pile,  cranked about 5 times and wham- just like that I had another one.  I let it go and we traveled upstream together.  As the evening began to grow dark, we got out and started heading back to the cars and Donnie  turned to me and said “The next time we go fishing, I’ll teach you how to use the black lure”  I had no idea what that meant, because all I heard was “The next time WE go fishing”   That was enough to make my poor fragile ego jump for joy- He followed that with “On Oct 28, the State stocks Promise Land Park up in the Poconos with 2 year old Brook Trout.  If you’d like to go you can ride with me.”   

That, like Bogart says in Casablanca “Louis, I think this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”
 
