
A NEW FISHING SEASON FILLS MY HEART WITH WONDERFUL 
MEMORIES OF THE BEST MAN I EVER KNEW

by Bill Vanderford

    
He was born during that magical period of spring when the fishing is best, the trees and 

wild flowers are beginning to bloom, and life is full of promise. My first encounter with this tall 
man, who proudly portrayed his Cherokee ancestry with coal-black hair and high cheekbones, 
was in the maternity ward of a hospital in the suburbs of Spokane, Washington. Though he was 
already 40 years old and had been sent out west to battle an insect problem for the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, even the doctors knew of his love for fishing and his excitement to be 
having a son. So, when the old bearded doctor handed me to my father a few minutes after my 
birth, he smilingly said, “Here he is, all’s wrong is he’s a fisherman.” The old Doc never knew 
how prophetic those words would come to be.

I was introduced to fishing in the beautiful outdoors of the Pacific Northwest before my 
first birthday, but fishing had started differently for my Dad. His folks were poor farmers and had 
12 children, so any fish they caught meant food on the table during those dark days of the Great 
Depression.

Dad and his brothers would quietly wade the muddy Mississippi streams and rivers while 
feeling for catfish in the holes and cuts under the banks with deft fingers.

“You could always tell the difference between a catfish and a water moccasin by feeling 
the water movement near the gill openings of a cat,” Dad explained. Nevertheless, he almost died 
at 10 years old from a mistake he made with a poisonous cottonmouth.

Because he had to work so hard to help his family, he was almost 40 years old before he 
had the chance to fish for fun. The opportunity came when the Department of Agriculture sent 
him to Spokane, Washington. During that time, most of the west was a sportsman’s paradise.

I can still see vivid pictures in my mind from the stories Dad told of battles with huge 
Kamloops trout at Lake Pend Oreille in northern Idaho, or the beauty of the salmon and 
steelhead of British Columbia, Canada to the north. As early as my first birthday, however, he 
would pass up those more exciting trips to go trolling with me on some of Washington’s 
picturesque lakes.

Many were the days that I would sit on the board-seat between his legs clutching a 
fishing rod. I would watch with wide eyes as his strong arms often rowed the wooden boat from 
daylight until dark without a break. It was during one of those peaceful days on Lake Chelan that  
I caught my first fish. I was only 3 years old at the time, but the memory of fighting and landing 
that 13 inch rainbow trout is still fresh today.

Beginning with those early days in Washington, Dad and I shared many exciting outdoor 
experiences in a multitude of unforgettable settings. We explored the spectacular trout rivers and 
streams of northern Georgia, South Carolina, and North Carolina, the coastal islands, marshes, 
rivers, and bays of Georgia and Florida, and the inland rivers, ponds, and lakes of Georgia.

During those wonderful days together, Dad taught me to respect nature and the 
environment, remember the sacrifice of those who paid with their lives for the freedom we enjoy, 



to pass on what I had learned to those who will mold our future, and to enjoy the present to the 
fullest. I have tried my best to live up to those high standards that he set for me.

Though he has been gone now for more than 20 years, my life and those of many others, 
including a bubbly Grandaughter named PJ, were greatly affected by the teachings of this 
wonderful man. He enlightened us all through his knowledge of nature and his love of angling to 
see and appreciate a better, more positive side of life. He was the finest man I ever knew, and 
when the trees and flowers begin to bloom again and a new fishing season is on the horizon, I 
miss him so much!
Bill Vanderford has won numerous awards for his writing and photography, and has been 
inducted into the National Freshwater Fishing Hall of Fame as a Legendary Guide. He can 
be reached at 770-289-1543, at jfish51@aol.com  or at his web site: 
www.georgiafishing.com. 
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