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COLD  HANDS , H IGH  WATER  

Like many American highways, know it or not, that stretch of Inter-

state in central Wyoming has a shadow route paralleling it, a worn, 

way-of-least-resistance pedestrian trail a hundred yards to one side, 

like a secretive towpath along a canal, between Billings and Denver. 

The uncowed penniless, the shy underbelly, and restless minstrels  

use it. 

I was stopped there at a pretty place on the bank of the Laramie 

River, a tree-lined semiprivate mile of valley in early summer. A river 

couldn’t cut a better place. I pitched my tent and hid my bicycle in a 

willow brake as soon as I saw the spot. 

It had been an abnormally wet spring. The valley hills shone with 

an aggressive, almost crayon green; throughout the day you could see 

the white rumps of pronghorns bright against the skyline grass. Cattle 

feasted in the bottomland on the other side of the river, up to their fet-

locks in water, then dozed sated among the pale Russian olive groves. 

The new Hereford calves looked like gleaming buckeyes fresh from the 

shells. 

I was washing up my plate and skillet the next morning when I saw 

a man coming along the footpath. He was approaching from the north, 

the same way I had ridden in the day before. He was a young fellow 

with a rucksack on his back and a fly-rod case over one shoulder. He 

walked right up as if he were expected. 
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He spoke a careful, well-prepared European English that immedi-

ately slowed everything down luxuriantly; his sentences reminded me 

of a waiter carrying a heavily loaded tray. He had come from Denmark 

ten days before, he told me, to fish the American West. And after half 

a decade of planning and daydreaming and setting aside money, he 

had chosen the Wet Year to buy his ticket. The wildflowers were every-

where extravagant, but all the rivers were unfishably high. He told the 

tale with a clownish cast, but I could see it was a sad one for him. He 

had spent most of his money desperately riding buses from stream to 

swollen stream. He had just hitchhiked despondently down from the 

Bighorn. 

I had a tin of Spam and a can of white beans. We built a small fire 

and fried slices of the meat and then poured in the beans. The meal 

cheered him a little. We ate oranges and talked and I began to realize 

how deeply he was disheartened, rocked, by his bad luck. When he was-

n’t talking, balancing that precarious English tray, he was obviously 

flogged, laid out like a peony bush after a storm. 

So when he dozed off under the olive tree I wrote a quick note and 

bicycled the three or four miles south on the footpath to a highway in-

terchange and bought a pint of California brandy in the hamlet there 

and pedaled back to camp. I finally found him, spotted his vertical, ex-

tenuated shape, in the shade of an ash tree. Good God, I thought, he’s 

hung himself. Then, as I approached, he broke the tableau, laughing, 

pulled the loose rope from the ash limb and walked to greet me with 

a broad smile on his face. I took it as an official release from pity or con-

cern. 

He had five days before he caught the train in Denver, so he stayed 

there on the Laramie with me. He seemed to like the place as much as 

I did. The highway was mostly invisible from there; we heard the oc-

casional truck roar by. No one bothered us. One afternoon a man in a 

slouch hat walked by going north, carrying a dapper valise. 

The Dane stood looking at the river a good bit, and cast a few times 
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to keep in practice, and each morning he borrowed my bicycle and rode 

to the highway to telephone a ranger station here or there and check 

on the various river flows: the North Platte, the Cache la Poudre. But 

he was essentially resigned to no fishing in the American West. We ate 

rice and spaghetti and oranges and took hikes up-valley to the point 

where ranches came into view. He was reading Trout by Ray Bergman 

and spoke frequently of his wife back home. She was a nurse in the Na-

tional Orphanage, with blond hair trailing down her back. Next time 

she would come with him. He faithfully sent her postcards describing 

his days with subtle, poetic equivocation. And each afternoon, sooner 

or later I would return to camp from a stroll or from the latrine to find 

him in some sort of theatrical death scene, sprawled dramatically by 

the fire pit with one leg still twitching, or over on the bank of the 

stream with a grocery bag over his head. Then he would jump up smil-

ing, brush off his short pants, and announce, “That was James Cagney 

in such-and-such,” or “The last of the Romanovs!” 

One day he showed me his packet of dry flies and nymphs, went 

through them one by one with great affection. “Henry’s Fork only, this 

one. Tied by Rene Harrop.” 

“Do you know what you should do, Url?” He should get off the 

train, if he could arrange it, for a day or two in Ohio, call my friend 

Earley who lives there, and go fishing with him. It might still be small-

mouth-bass season out there. He could see those pretty, quiet streams 

I grew up with: gravel-bottomed, heavily shaded with real trees, with 

big oaks and beautiful sycamores. The Shawnee creeks we used to call 

them. Cool, dark, quiet, with young cornfields just beyond the river 

trees and the pewees calling. Those smallmouth will take the kinks out 

of your line, too. Earley could take him to some doozies in a couple of 

days. 

He said it was a good idea. The next morning he got up early, did 

five minutes’ worth of perfunctory calisthenics, and packed his gear 

for Denver. I showed him on the map where to go in Ohio and gave 
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him Earley’s phone number and three rice balls with chunks of Spam 

in them. We walked up to the rim of the valley together, then I turned 

back to camp. I cleaned the place up and started south that afternoon. 

It wasn’t any fun anymore. 

Three weeks later I called Earley out of itchy curiosity. Url had 

phoned him from some train station in western Iowa about one in the 

morning. They talked at length anyway, had actually made rather firm 

plans to fish a couple of days thereafter. Url had sounded enthusiastic, 

asked in great detail about the habits of the bass and what they might 

be hitting. I had a fleeting vision of him sprawled under an Ohio sugar 

maple: “Hector beneath the walls of Troy.” But that was it. He never 

called again, never showed up on the banks of the Olentangy. 


