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Not e ~ . by John Betts

RiversofRe(overy

LAST YEAR, IWAS ASKED TO

participate in a retreat, sponsored
by Reel Recovery, for men who

had been diagnosed with serious, life-
threatening forms of cancer. Many
different types and stagesof the disease
were represented, and everyone had
undergone radical changesin their lives,
among whichwerelossof sight,strength,
equilibrium, flexibility,memory,manual
dexterity, and so on. For many, the loss
would be permanent, even if the cancer
went into remission for many years.

The retreat was held at SylvanDale
Ranch, near Rocky Mountain National
Park,about 90milesnorthwestofDenver.
Sylvan Dale has been in business for a
long time and offersseveralwell-stocked
ponds and a very nice stretch of the Big
Thompson River. I would accompany
one of the retreat guests for aday of trout

fishing. The guests would not need to
know howto fish, and they weren't required

to bring any gear. Everything-food,
lodging, tackle, guides, and fish-was
supplied for the three days and two nights,
at no cost.

My job was to offer the person I was

Afly-fishing
retreatcanoffer

everythingfrom

escape
tocamaraderie

to hope.

fishing with whatever kind of instruction
he desired. I could teach him how to cast,

where to put the fly, howto wade safely,
or Icould simply offer a steady hand,
conversation, and an understanding ear.
My goal was to just be there for him for
a day. In the evenings, the guests took
over, and they found that they had shared
many commonexpenences.

PickingUptheThread

On a beautiful summer day, I met
Paul. Hewas married, and had two

kids about to start college. He was well-
educatedand had a verygoodjob.Unfor-
tunately, hesuffered some permanent
effects-including the loss of sight in
one eye and a compromisedsense of equi-
librium-as a result ofradiation and

chemotherapy treatments for avery seri-

ous tumor. As a boy, he had learned to fly-
fish with his grandfather near his home in
northern Wyoming, but he'd given it up
as he grew older. Our time together was,
in his words, his "first day back."

We started at one of the ponds, and
it was soon clear that fly fishing was like
riding a bike for Paul-he'd never forget
how. Within the space of about an hour
and ahalf, he landed half adozen nice
rainbows and lost twicethat many. After
lunch, he wanted to try the river. I sug-
gested he tie ona black Woolly Bugger and

told him to let it slide along under the
edgeof a foam line in front of a long rock
cliff. The fly hadn't traveled more than a
few feet before everything went tight.

I was in the water about 15feet above

him when he turned all the way around,
clamped downon the line, put the rod
over his shoulder, and without missing a
step marched upthrough the water past
me. As he went by, he said, "Mygrandfa-
ther told me not to give them any line."
Suddenly, a large trout popped out of the
water and started bouncing along the
stones on the shore.

With the fish safely on dry land, Paul
reeled upand came back to see what he
had caught. It was a 20-inch, wild brown
in perfect condition. I fish the BigThomp-
son regularly, and this was the largest
stream-bred fish I'd ever seen taken from

the river. After unhooking the fish and
putting it back, Paul turned to me, his
face terribly scarred, and said, "John, this
is the most wonderful afternoon I could

have hoped for."
He then decided to buy a fly rod and

everything that goes with it. He wondered
ifhe should get chest waders or hip boots.

Theclosingceremoniesofa retreatatSylvanDaleRanchhighlightsthecamaraderieandsup-
portthat arethehallmarksof eventssponsoredbyReelRecovery.
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Making a Difference

ReelRecoveryisanonprofitorganization
that providesfree fishingretreatsfor

menwhohaveorhavehadcancer.Casting
for Recoveryorganizessimilareventsfor
womenwith breastcancer.Bothgroups
activelyseekvolunteersanddonations.Take
thetimetowriteformoreinformation,orvisit
theWebsitesbelow.Then,if youcanspare
sometimeormoney,helpmakeadifference
inthelivesofothersthroughfly fishing.

ReelRecovery
160BrooksideRoad,Needham,MA02492
www.reelrecovery.org

Castingfor Recovery
P.O.Box1123,Manchester,VT05254
www.castingforrecovery.org

(I suggested the latter, reminding him that,
with his equilibrium problems, he didn't
want to get into water that was too deep
and wind up in Nebraska.) Healso wanted
to know if tying flieswas difficult. I replied
that, ifhe could negotiate what he and his
family had been through, tying would be
a piece of cake. Heasked if there were any
places near Denver where he could fish,
and I gave him several; I could hear the
mental file cards dropping into place.

On that day, because he was willing to
try, he shifted his lifejust a bit. For a while,
the disease wasn't running everything,
and if that could happen once, it could
happen again. Paul is aremarkable man,
but no more so than the dozen other men

we took fishing that day or the millions of
menand women who deal with this each

year. All they need is a chance that fits.
What Reel Recovery and Casting for

Recovery (see the sidebar on page above)
do is so simple that it is often overlooked.
In a country with so much, it is often easy
to miss the value of what is right next to
us every day. One person had, for at least
a short while, sometime beyond the
appalling events that had so altered the
lives of himand his family. All it took
were some Renegades and some trout.

He did the rest. ~
John Betts,an accomplishedartist,angler,and

tier,isafrequentcontributortoAmericanAngler
and Fly Tyer.

www.americanangler.com
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www.drsLick.com

Have you got what it
takes to become a

BaST.a
AME~JCA..N

AN-r~T~'~
= I~~~

Our newtrophy-fish program is your
chance to earn acool vest patch, a nifty certificate,and

some seriousbragging rights.All you haveto dois catch
afish that's big enoughto qualify (the hard part);then

send us a photo and an entry form signed by awitness to
your feat of angling prowess(theeasy part).When your
awardsarrive in the mail, slap the patch on your vest,

frame the certificate,and let the world know that you've
got what it takes to hook the big ones.

Tosee the list of qualifyingspeciesand sizes,goto

americanangler.com
or write to
Master American

Angler Program,
P.O. Box 4100,
Bennington, VT 05201.

Master American Angler.
Only from American Angler;
the magazine that works
with you, not just for you.
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