AN ADVENTURE I'LL NEVER FORGET

by Jeanne Jenkins, Team Featherweights

On 2 February 2006 I received an e-mail asking if I would like the opportunity to be on an all-women team to compete in the 4th FFC National Fly Fishing Championships and Conservation Symposium, which would be held in Ontario that summer. I believe that before the e-mail finished downloading I had hit the Reply button with my acceptance and thanks for the invitation. I was thrilled to be given the opportunity.

The remainder of the winter and spring was spent making conference calls and sending e-mails back and forth as we discussed the competition and developed a strategy. I had taken part in competition fishing before, but nothing like this. The closer it came, the more excited I became about being a part of Team Featherweights.

I landed in Ontario on the Tuesday night prior to the competition. I spent Wednesday meeting my teammates, and had an opportunity to fish the Grand and Conestoga rivers. It was a steep learning curve for me, as we would be fishing for brown trout and bass -- two species that we don't have on PEI, and for which I had never fished. Thursday was spent exploring another wonderful river -- the Credit -- and more practice with the team. On Thursday night we made our way to the barbecue and official start of the Championships. It was great to meet many of the other competitors and touch base with a few old friends.

After a late-night tying session with two of my teammates, Chari Cohen and Sylvia D'Amelio, I was off to bed in order to prepare for the 4 a.m. wake-up call.

We arrived at the Elora Gorge at 6 a.m., where we met our two other teammates. Well wishes were exchanged and we prepared to go to our individual beats. I hopped into the truck with "Al", one of the controllers and an amazing person. Halfway to my beat I discovered that in the morning's confusion I had left my net (a requirement) in the car, which was well on its way to the Conestogo River with Sylvia. My heart sank and my spirits plummeted -- this was not a great beginning. Al quickly calmed my nerves with his very generous offer to lend me his net for the day. (This later led to sharing stories with other competitors who at one time or another had experienced similar faux pas.)

Al dropped my competitor and I off at the "Trestle", and we started preparing our gear for the morning session. We viewed our beat and agreed to split the water, changing places halfway through the session. My teammates and I had scanned the beats the previous evening, so I knew that it was teeming with fish. I missed my first two hits, and then felt a moment of panic when I saw Marius Dumitru bring one to his net for scoring.

By the halfway point I was still fishless, but Lady Luck shone on me (thankfully) during the second half of the session. I managed to hook and score two browns, so, while it might not have been a fabulous session, at least I was on the board.

After a quick trip back to the Gorge for lunch, I was off to my afternoon beat in the park. Donald Thom and I were teamed up for the afternoon session. Once again the agreement was reached to split the beat, this time with me fishing the lower section. It was very tough going, but I was able to hook and score two nice browns. The midway point arrived and we switched places. I had watched where Donald had been standing, and knew that he had managed to hook and score several fish at the top of the beat. This is where I discovered that brown trout have an evil sense of humour. Less than one foot out of bounds, fish after fish rose and splashed and played and tortured me. I was required to stay inside the markers and watch as a recreational fisherman -- fishing not more than 30 feet away from me -- caught and released no less than 25 fish while I was able to hook only one more.

With Friday's sessions over, it was back to Sylvia's house with Chari. There was much discussion over the day's fishery, an exchange of information, a review of our fly boxes for the next day, and then back at the vise to tie what we hoped would be productive flies for the next day's beats. Another very late night for me, with another early morning wake-up call.

Saturday morning found me paired up with Donald again, and we were off to fish the Conestogo. After a mix-up with beats and having to move, we finally arrived at an empty beat. This time, instead of splitting the beat we agreed to split sides. As I was to fish the far side, I walked back downstream to cross. There was a bank about eight feet high that I had to climb down, during which I lost my footing. In a split second I knew it was a choice between my rod and my back, and being a dedicated fisherman I immediately raised my rod in the air and let my back take the hit.

After dusting myself off, I crossed the river and headed upstream to the run's head, then waited for Donald to give me the nod to start fishing. The fall had shaken me, but it wasn't until I started casting that I realized how badly -- I had no feeling in my casting arm or hand. It took over half of the session to regain my composure and actually remember what I was supposed to be doing. Donald beat me soundly during that session, but as I managed to score two fish I was happy not to have blanked.

It was off to another section of the Conestogo for the afternoon, where the morning's fall and subsequent confusion continued taking its toll. My partner was able to score 16 fish, while once again I had to settle for two.

On Saturday evening, our team met in Elora and we enjoyed an exchange of information, processed our day's activities and discussed the beats for the next morning's final session. I had drawn what was known as "frog water" -- a very tough beat. My teammates shared as much information as they could on that stretch of water, and advised me to go for bass. As the competition is a numbers game, they felt it would be easier to target bass instead of browns. After another late night, I filled my box with alien bass flies and finally got to bed.

On Sunday morning, I was informed that due to the previous morning's mix-up, six of us had not scored. We had all fished the wrong beats, and the rules clearly stated that it was the competitor's responsibility to ensure he or she was on the correct beat. It was discouraging, but a ruling that we could not argue. I took solace in knowing that I had caught fish on that beat, so in my mind I had not zeroed out. That settled, I set out for my Sunday morning beat to fish and have fun on the lower Grand.

After arriving at my beat, I quickly understood why it was referred to as "frog water": At beat's top end was a section of tailwater, then a long stretch that didn't look very productive. My partner of the day and I agreed to just fish the beat and to try to stay out of each other's way. Initially, we both fished the tailwater at the top end as we could see fish there in the pool. I decided to move downstream and try for bass under one of the large trees lining the beat. Within 15 minutes I had hooked and scored a bass. For me the pressure was off, for I hadn't blanked any of the beats.

I decided to change to a lighter rod and just target bass. While walking back toward the river, I noticed that browns were rising on the far side, so waded in to see if I could create any action. I started off with tiny dries and missed setting the hook on the first four or five rises. I was very frustrated at that point and doing my own version of the River Dance. When the browns quit rising to my dry, I considered my options: move back up to the shady tree or try elsewhere. Noticing there was some shade on the bank right in front of me, I decided to switch to bass flies. I tied on a crayfish pattern (thanks Chari) and immediately overcast it onto the bank. As it was the only one I had, I was concerned about snagging and losing it. Very slowly and gently I skittered it down the bank and back into the water, and about six inches from the shore a brown hammered it.

In retrospect, I'm sure that the only reason I was able to set the hook was because of the scare I had at the violence of the take. After a quick retrieve, that fish was measured and released. I thought that it must have been pure luck, but decided to try the same presentation again -- just in case. It was an instant replay, and fish number 3 was quickly brought to net. I missed several hits using the same method, but was able to hook and score a fourth fish later in the session.

Then it was off to the Conservation Symposium. There, I enjoyed several wonderful, information-filled presentations, and came to truly appreciate the caring and dedication that the people there have for the conservation and well-being of the Grand and Conestogo rivers.

The remainder of the afternoon was spent socializing with the many people who had volunteered, entered and organized this wonderful event. An excellent banquet, complete with some great auction items, wound up the remainder of the evening.

This was a week that I will never forget -- from the lows to the highs. I encourage anyone who has an interest or desire to enter into a NFFC, either as an individual or part of a team, to go for it. It will be an adventure that you will never forget or regret.

