Writer’s Note: Dissatisfied with my primary job duty of inspecting the construction of logging roads for the U.S. Forest Service, an opportunity arose to become involved in fisheries restoration. Working in proximity with beleaguered salmon and steelhead—snorkling, wading, using heavy equipment to restore their habitat, and assisting the caretakers of a small-scale hatchery—leads to a personal and professional re-birth.    
The Road That Leads Home
“And if it is salmon that chooses to lead some of us back to our immersion in the natural world, then our first order of business must be the survival of salmon, the health of the waters.”

                          --Freeman House, Totem Salmon

It was a “skeleton” carpool that day, just Dave and me. At 5 p.m., we left the small town of Willow Creek, heading back to the coast. My companion, our Ranger District’s fish and hydrology “czar,” turned to me and asked, “If you’ve got the time, there’s something I’d like to show you.”
 “Sure, I’ve got time,” I replied. Several minutes later, he pulled over. We hiked to a rock outcrop that overlooked the town’s namesake.
“See that pool tail-out, just before it breaks into the long riffle?” 
“Yeah.”
“There! They’re still doing their thing.” He pointed out the dark shapes of two adult Chinook salmon. The female was doing all the work. Lashing her tail, she worked the gravels, pushing them aside. The movement of the rock sent a small small plume of sediment downstream, past the waiting male who circled slowly, biding his time. 
 “I did a spawning survey on Willow Creek today…we saw several females in this reach. I’d hoped they’d still be here so you could see them.”
“Very cool,” I replied.
 “You know it. Some days… between the paperwork and the bureaucracy, it can seem so meaningless.” Dave’s eyes blazed and his voice quavered slightly. “Then, you get a day like today, where you see the fruits of our restoration efforts and it all comes together.” 

Despite my working for the engineering department, I wasn’t a total stranger to fish restoration. Several years before, my supervisor had walked into my office, dropped a contract packet on my desk, and announced, “We’ve got a landslide control project starting up. Syl doesn’t want to work on it, so you’ll be the project inspector. Study the plans. We’ve got a pre-work meeting with the contractor in 2 days.”
Forty-eight hours later, after reviewing the contract documents and talking to key people in contracting, fisheries, and engineering, what I knew was this: a huge landslide, which ran from streamside to ridge top, was harming the fish by dumping copious amounts of sediment into Horse Linto Creek. The slide was an ancient feature not associated with any human activities, although its size was greatly enlarged by the 1964 flood. Every winter when the creek rose, its churning waters would undercut the slide, triggering more soil movement. 
Spawning gravels require a flow of water through them to provide oxygen to developing fish eggs. Downstream from the landslide, otherwise suitable gravels were encrusted with a viscous, black paste—particles of graphite schist, which prevented their use by Chinook salmon and steelhead trout.  

The plan was to stabilize the slide by placing a blanket of huge boulders along its lower slope. Building a road and hauling and placing these behemoths—2 cubic yards in size—wasn’t going to be cheap: $170,000, a lot of money in 1981. The project file included several photographs. One had been taken during spring, as the streamside alders were only partially leafed out. An immense delta of black dirt spanned the channel. The stream had partially down-cut through the deposited material; the water color downstream of the slide was ink-black. Also in the packet was a cost-benefit analysis, prepared by the fisheries biologist. Amazing to me was his assertion that the estimated payback time was a mere 5 to 7 years. 
Of course, the Forest Service wouldn’t directly reap the financial benefits. Those would accrue to the commercial, sport, and Native Americans fishers and businesses providing services such as gas, food, and lodging. The magnitude of fishing’s importance to our local economy and culture began to sink in. “Wow, only 5 to 7 years… that’s amazing,” I uttered. Truth be told, I was honored—and a bit intimidated—that the most complex and expensive restoration project ever attempted by our Forest had been entrusted to an inspector with just a year of experience: me. However, the cost-benefit analysis had me pumped for the task. That, and the feeling, coming into sharper focus by the minute, that this was a project with a huge payoff, the likes of which I might never work on again.
The project started slowly, as a convoy of four trucks hauled the boulders from two different rock pits, one 40 miles away. Heavy equipment then dug a deep toe trench, to ensure that stream down-cutting wouldn’t undermine the blanket of rocks. The contractor had employed an experienced equipment operator—always a godsend for a harried inspector juggling several contracts. At intervals, the operator would shut off the equipment and light up a fresh cigarette, while I checked the elevation of the boulders, to make sure they were being placed in accordance with the survey stakes.  

Two months later, the job was complete. To this day, I clearly remember our final hours there. I carefully selected locations for the waterbars, for I knew no one was likely to drive this road again. Again and again, above the roar of the diesel engine, I gestured and shouted to the operator. When we reached the main road, our work was complete. I ate my lunch out of the hot September sun while we waited for the lowbed to transport the loader down the mountain. It arrived soon, a cloud of dust in its wake. Finally, the loader was securely chained down, and it was time to leave. 

Over the course of a project, an inspector develops a relationship with the equipment operator, sometimes good, sometimes bad. His boss, the contractor, was knowledgeable, attentive, and organized; as a result, the project had gone smoothly. The contractor and his employees had completed another restoration project immediately before coming to Horse Linto. The quality of their work spoke for itself; it wasn’t just another job for them. The way I saw it, all of us were extremely fortunate to be getting in on the ground floor—of experiencing firsthand the new relationship that was being forged between people, heavy equipment, and nature. The operator and I shook hands. “You’re a helluv an operator,” I said. “Thanks. Been doing it for some time now. I hope the fish come back.” “So do I.” Pulling out first in order to avoid their dust, I headed back to town.

Six years after the slide control project, an opportunity presented itself that would enable me to work with fish full-time. There were several drawbacks, though.  I’d have to take a hefty pay cut and the maximum number of months I could work per year would be reduced from eight to six. None of that mattered. 

A restoration community was forming, sustained by a mix of volunteerism and grant dollars. The general public had become aware of the need to save the beleaguered salmon. As a result, various state propositions were passed, to serve as a funding source. Then, something amazing happened. People with fisheries or hydrology backgrounds actually found jobs, out in the field, doing work that was focused on restoring habitat, not working in dreary hatcheries.  There was a lot of energy, curiosity, and a willingness to try new techniques. It promised to be satisfying work. I wanted in, so without hesitation, I said “Yes!”  

We did a lot of different things: summer steelhead surveys on the Mad River and Bluff Creek. Spawning ground counts: counting the fish redds and looking for spawned-out dead fish. A series of smelly carcasses steaming in the heat of a mid-October day was an olfactory experience never to be forgotten. There was an unwritten law: any fish product for lunch was strictly verboten on days we conducted spawning surveys. 

A lot of my work revolved around building fish habitat improvement structures. Watershed assessment had determine that the storm cleanup and salvage logging following the massive flood events of ’55 and ‘64 had greatly reduced the amount of large woody debris available to the stream—crucial for pool formation and furnishing cover. 
In the wake of the flood, both rearing (deep pools) and spawning habitat (low-gradient riffles) were lacking. What took its place we called “bowling alleys”—long, monotonous stretches of high-gradient riffles, composed of large cobbles and boulders. Our job was to put some complexity back into the system: logs for cover, so the smaller fish could hide from their predators, and large boulders, to slack the water velocity, to encourage the deposition of spawning gravels. We utilized both hand crews and heavy equipment to add large boulders and logs to streams.

We assisted the commercial salmon trollers to operate a small-scale rearing facility at Horse Linto. Contrary to the methods of many large-scale hatcheries, we trapped only native-run fish, believing that natural selection had best equipped them to survive the site-specific vagaries of the watershed. The objective of the facility was markedly different from traditional hatcheries. Here, we were merely attempting to jump-start the natural populations for a short period of time, rather than trying to mitigate for habitat lost from dams or water diversions. 

I took over the district’s trails program. One day, it hit me: we need an interpretive trail—something that will highlight both the life history of Chinook salmon, and our habitat restoration efforts. The Forest’s Recreation Officer and I worked together to plan the trail and to produce a brochure. I enlisted the help of the “Volunteer Vacations” program and discovered that volunteers were willing to travel from as far away as New York to help build the trail. 

There’s something about the plight of the salmon that gets under one’s skin. However, I’d be lying if I said working for the federal government is always fun. But there are perks. Oh, to be streamside on a crisp November morning following a rain—enough to make the water level rise and bring the salmon upriver, but not so much as to make the water muddy or the footing treacherous. Spent salmon carcasses lie framed by the fallen yellow leaves of big-leaf maples. Suddenly, the steady rush of water is broken by a series of rhythmic splashes, as a female Chinook salmon digs her redd, her body sometimes half out of the water with the exertion. And the male: circling slowly, awaiting his turn. We stand in awe of these creatures for many reasons—perhaps because they embody traits we hold dear: strength, tenacity, and a sense of fidelity—a resolute desire to return home, regardless of the obstacles.

Over the years, I’ve struggled to find the proper words to communicate to the uninitiated what it means to be a member of the ecological restoration community. Maybe what it is can best be explained in terms of what it is not. The time and energy one devotes cannot be captured on a time sheet. To us, it is not a “cause de jour,” only to be eclipsed by next month’s latest mission statement. Rather, what it means to us borders on a kind of cosmology; a world view, a way of explaining the structure, origin—and future—of our world. It answers the very basic question of “Why are we here?” for those of us compelled to leave the planet better off than we found it.  

Amazingly, next summer marks the 27th anniversary of the Horse Linto slide control Project. Every once in awhile, I find myself studying a faded photos of the project. I marvel at the imposing delta of deposited slide material, the immensity of the excavator relative to the tiny stream during late summer’s low-flow—and the slim, bearded, inspector in the bright yellow hardhat. Crews later returned to the slide to plant alders upslope of our rockwork, and—despite floods that have included 1983, 1997 and 2006—the slide has stabilized. The salmon have responded to the improvement in water quality and spawning conditions, returning to the creek in great numbers. Because of this, the rearing facility shut down for good in 1994. 

Many now term Horse Linto Creek the shining star of the entire Trinity River system. In a reversal of pre-1981 conditions, about 80% of the fall run Chinook salmon in all of Horse Linto spawned downstream of the slide project in 1992. I may never again be associated with a project that generates as much “bang for the buck” but I’m content—for I’ve had an opportunity to contribute to something far bigger than myself. 

Predictably, what many of us term the “log-and-rock-structure era” came to an end. Our focus has shifted; many of us now spend our time beyond the stream channel, restoring landslides and riparian areas. But most of our time these days is spent removing those roads that are no longer needed—in many cases, the very same roads whose construction I inspected in the early ‘80s. 

Several years ago, three co-workers and myself donned stream boots and waded the sparkling waters of Horse Linto. In 1999, the largest fire to occur in our area since the 1950s burned in the upper portions of the Horse Linto watershed. We were there to conduct V-Star measurements—determining the amount of sediment in pools—to see if fire had impacted the stream. The bedrock pools were as deep, mysterious, and beckoning as I remembered them. After wading upstream for a time, we came to the slide control project. Many of the rip rap boulders we’d placed were covered with a thick mat of moss and alders a foot or more in diameter poked through the blanket of stones. I slipped into the water, while grasping a tape measure and a metal rod designed to probe the deposited sediments. Something stirred in me, emotions difficult to put into words. It was a feeling akin to coming home. 

Epilogue: One day my friend Rick and I went for a walk on Trinidad Head, an imposing mass of rock that looks down upon—and provides shelter to—Trinidad harbor. Over the past 28 years, we’ve gone on many hikes, in a wide variety of landscapes. I’ve often reflected on our differences in how we interact with those hikers we encounter along the trail. Oh, I’m cordial enough, but it’s not my style to initiate a casual conversation, even if we happen to take our rest break near other hikers. Then there’s Rick. The “twenty questions” he poses to complete strangers, has, at times, left me uncomfortable. However, his “gift of gab” sometimes has its payoff, as I was learn that day. 

We rounded a bend in the trail and came upon a couple scanning the western horizon for whale spouts. We—Rick and the couple, I should say—got to talking. Before long, “Tracy” disclosed to us that he was born and raised in Providence, Rhode Island. As a teenager, he’d set out hitchhiking westward, eventually settling down in Trinidad in 1972. Several weeks before, he’d phoned his father—ending the silence of their 22-year estrangement. He recounted to his father that he now lives in a small town on the north coast of California, Trinidad. Several moments of silence followed this disclosure. With amusement, his father replied that his wife and he had spent a portion of their honeymoon in Trinidad. Furthermore, they’d always felt that Tracy had been conceived there.    

Salmon forage widely in the ocean—sometimes many thousands of miles from their natal stream—before returning home to spawn. Fish biologists are unsure exactly how they navigate back to their birthplace. Popular theories range from using their sense of smell to an ability to detect differences in a particular watercourse’s chemical composition or electrical fields. It’s doubtful that salmon merely memorize the way back, for they take a different route home than they did on their outward voyage. It doesn’t really matter how they do it. We humans, too, employ a number of senses—some yet to be identified—to help guide us home. 

And sometimes, we return home to a place we’ve never seen before...
I dedicate these words to everyone working to restore fish populations. From the managers who, undaunted, maintain their vision of the way things might be, to the field crews— especially those hardy individuals willing to leave their warm cocoons on rainy, windswept nights to tend their weirs and traps, to peer into the rain-swollen waters in the hope of getting a glimpse of the Great Mystery.  
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