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"I Dreamed of Ketching Fish":
The Outdoor Life of Wilford Woodruff

Known as both a "mighty fisher" of men and an enthusiastic
literal fisherman, President Woodruff melded the spiritual

metaphor of fishing with the temporal reality.

Phil Murdock and Fred E. Woods

September 2, 1998, marks a century since the death of Wil-
ford Woodruff. He was already forty years old when he stopped his
carriage at the mouth of Emigration Canyon so Brigham Young
could survey the prospect below. Elder Woodruff, an avid fisher-
man, was delighted to see "the glorious valley abounding with the
best fresh water springs rivlets creeks & Brooks & Rivers of various
sizes all of which gave animation to the sporting trout & other fish
while the waters were wending there way into the great Salt lake."1

By the time of President Woodruff's death a half century later,
the Saints had used the waters to make the desert blossom as a
rose, and the single settlement in the Salt Lake Valley had multi-
plied into nearly five hundred settlements from Canada to Mexico.2

By 1898 the population of Saints, small enough to winter the first
year entirely within a small adobe fort, exceeded one hundred thou-
sand.3 The rapid prosperity of the Church magnified the nation's
"Mormon problem," and it fell upon President Woodruff to achieve
reconciliation. Under his presidency, the Manifesto was issued and
Utah was granted statehood.

At President Woodruff's funeral, Church leaders spoke to the
gathered thousands, taking as their theme the well-known, unflag-
ging toil of President Woodruff: Joseph F. Smith gave thanks for a
prophet "whose labors had been so blessed to the people of God"
and who had "shown his greatness in giving out Ms life's labor for the
establishment of this testimony in the earth." Franklin D. Richards
recalled Woodruff's "great missionary labors" in which he "had been
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a mighty fisher of men." And George Q. Cannon, who as friend and
counselor knew him as intimately as any, said Woodruff "labored
freely and gratuitously in the ministry. With him it was a labor of
love." He added that Woodruff's "characteristics were ennobling, and
so energetic was he that nothing was too burdensome for him even
in his advanced years."4

Wilford Woodruff as Outdoorsman

President Cannon was certainly familiar with President
Woodruff's energy—not only in his labors for the Church, but in
his outdoor life as well. After all, six years earlier Cannon and his
wife had accompanied the eighty-five-year-old Woodruff and
his wife Emma on a ten-day camping trip to the headwaters of
the Weber River. They had traveled by rail to Park City and then
sixty-five miles by carriage into the high mountains, arriving on
a Thursday at the backwoods camp of Tyler Clayton. Friday found
Woodruff on the stream, where he caught six trout and reported
seeing "many chickens or Grouse."5 But the exertion and altitude
finally wearied him, and he spent most of the remaining days
in camp.6

On Saturday, Tyler Clayton's brother bagged six trout, some
grouse, and very nearly Tyler himself, who took seven ricocheting
shotgun pellets.7 Sunday was reserved for worship. In the out-
fitter's tent, Cannon administered the sacrament, and President
Woodruff reminisced over his conversion and missionary travels.
On Monday and Tuesday he read, conducted Church business, and
reported that a companion had taken seven more grouse. On
Wednesday, August 24, 1892, the durable Claytons crossed the
mountains in a nasty hailstorm to fish Bear River.8 In their absence,
primed by days of reflection in the mountains, Woodruff com-
posed a remarkable letter later published in Forest and Stream, a
prominent weekly sporting periodical. 9

Writing was an obsession for Woodruff. He wrote in his jour-
nal virtually every day for fifty-four years and once explained the
need: "I seldom ever heard Brother Joseph or the Twelve preach or
teach any principle but what I felt as uneasy as a fish out of water
untill I had written it. Then I felt right."10 He typically concluded
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each year with an entry titled "A Synopsis of Labors." The synopses
recorded miles traveled, meetings conducted, and ordinances per-
formed. His Forest and Stream letter is a secular equivalent, an
unusual reverie in which time and place are remembered in con-
text of landscape and wildlife. The letter begins:

I was born on March 1, 1807, at Avon, Hartford county, Conn., on
the banks of a trout brook which had turned the wheels of a flour
mill and a saw mill, owned by my grandfather and father, for many
years. As soon as I was old enough to carry a fish-rod I commenced
catching trout, which I have continued to do, from time to time, for
nearly 80 years."

Woodruff reported that his interest in sporting persisted into
adulthood, when he netted salmon in Lake Ontario, "very few of
which were under 20 pounds, while a few weighed 40 pounds." He
also recalled his second mission to England when he experienced
"fishing with fly for trout and salmon" but admitted, "I met with little
success there." President Woodruff went on to tout the rich "waters

The Woodruff family mill on the Farmington River, Avon, Connecticut,
ca. 1890. As a boy, Wilford frequently fished the Farmington River.
Courtesy Avon Historical Society.
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of the Great Basin, which "abounded with the largest and finest
trout when we first reached the Territory," and recalled a "haul at the
mouth of Provo River . .. judged to be about 4,000 pounds."12

He wrote of a trip twelve years earlier, where he "fished
4 hours in a creek leading into Bear River, with a rod and reel, and
caught 20 trout." One trout weighed ten pounds, he said, "but on
account of the perpendicular height of the bank I could not land
him." He noted with regret that "as the country has become settled
[the trout] have steadily decreased" and referred to hatching oper-
ations that he hoped would sustain the fishery.13

President Woodruff wrote of a land "thickly inhabited with the
elk, deer, antelope, panther, mountain lion, wild cat, and grizzly, cin-
namon and brown bear." He conceded he had never killed a bear but
threw in the obligatory grizzly story for the eastern publication.
Woodruff was armed and the grizzly bear within range, but "the
manner she treated her cubs, while apparently trying to wean them,
plainly indicated the wisdom of letting her pass unmolested."14

Fowl had been abundant in the Utah Territory: "For years our
lakes, ponds and streams were alive with pelican, geese and ducks;
and chickens and sage hens were numerous in the hills; but as the
country is being settled, our feathered game, too, correspondingly
diminishes." Woodruff concluded the letter with the current sport-
ing trip:

During the last few days we have killed 30 chickens near our camp.
One of our company started a flock and shot nine times on the wing,
dropping 9 birds, the tenth shot brought down 2, the balance of the
charge striking the side of a rock, glanced and hit a young man as he
was mounting into the saddle. Seven shots lodged in the man and
eleven in the horse.15

Woodruff realized this natural world he was describing was
decreasingly his. Three years earlier in 1889, when he assumed the
presidency of the Church, he had written to longtime fishing com-
panion William Atkin:

It looks now, in view of the constantly increasing labors devolving
upon me, as though I would not get an opportunity very soon of
again disturbing the fish and game of the pond, as in days past; but
in that regard my inability or disappointment will be their pleasure,
no doubt.16
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The indefatigable Claytons returned to the Weber River camp
the following day—diehard sportsmen, "sick . . . near dying,"
from the stormy trip. But they brought thirty-five trout, to the
delight of a man who would ever more rarely pursue them.17

Wilford Woodruff as an American Fly-Fisher

Woodruff's pursuit of trout has made him an important if minor
figure in the history of American sporting. In a highly respected his-
tory of American fly-fishing, Paul Schullery uses Woodruff to illustrate
the expansion of fly-fishing from eastern to western waters.18 Schullery
quotes Ralph Moon, who published in the American Fly Fisher ex-
cerpts from "a comparatively obscure journal of a Western pioneer."19

That pioneer, of course, was Wilford Woodruff:

I threw my fly into the water and it being the first time that I ever tried
the artificial fly in America or saw it tried, I watched it as it floated
upon the water with as much interest as Franklin did his kite. . . .

. . . and as he [Franklin] received great joy when he saw the
electricity descend on his kite string, so was I highly gratified when I
saw the nimble trout dart at my fly hook, and run away with the line.
I soon worried him out and drew him to shore.20

From reading Schullery and Moon, Woodruff might appear to
be the quintessential nineteenth-century sportsman, mimicking
English sporting rules and testing new silk lines. Woodruff himself
lent some credence to the view, manifesting a little of the smug-
ness that has characterized fly-fishing since the eighteenth cen-
tury.21 He prefaced his account of the "Franklinian" catch with
discouraging reports from Fort Bridgcr that there were "vary few
trout in the streams" and noted that "a good many of the brethren
were already at the creeks with their Rods & lines trying their skill
baiting with fresh meat & grass hoppers."22 However, for Woodruff,
his catch confirmed not so much his own superiority as a fisher-
man as that of fly-fishing itself, an import as British as Woodruff's
Herefordshire converts. Indeed, Woodruff could not resist crowing
in the privacy of his journal:

I cought twelve in all and about one half of them would weigh about
3/4 of a pound each while all the rest of the camp did not ketch dur-
ing the day 3 lbs of trout in all which was proof positive to me that
the artificial fly is far the best tiling now known to fish trout with.23
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But, interestingly, the journal references to fly-fishing end
abruptly. Once Woodruff became established in the West, he did
not write of the artificial fly again. He fished into his nineties, but
did so incidentally, as the builder of a kingdom, not the proponent
of a sport. His trips to favorite waters were appended to Church
duties and speaking assignments.

It is also important to note that, like most of the early settlers,
Wilford Woodruff's sporting life reflected the conventions of the
last century, not the current one. His hunting and fishing pleasures
doubled as dietary supplement or exploration for commercial har-
vest, and the health of a fishery never precluded irrigation. Dedi-
cated sporting trips like that which prompted the Forest and Stream
letter were rare. And in the end, when Woodruff was no longer
physically able to fish and hunt, he did so vicariously, recording in
his journal the successes of his sons.

Early Affinity with Nature

As his Forest and Stream letter indicates, President Wood-
ruff's interest in the natural world began in childhood. With his
brother Thomas, he earned a reputation as the most successful
angler on Old Farm Brook, pursuing spotted trout.24 As Thomas
Alexander explains, when Woodruff began seriously to study reli-
gion, he retreated to an island in the Farmington River to read com-
forting nature poetry: "The solitude of vast extent, untouched by
hand or art / Whose nature sowed herself, and reaped her crops."25

He kept no journal from this period, but later journal references
indicate the significance of nature, particularly the river, to the
youth. While on his first mission to England, he recorded a poi-
gnant dream:

I saw a still larger River. It appear like Farmington River in the U.S.A.
at the Mill which my Father is tending, & on the other side of the
River was a Boat to which was tied many fish lines. On one hook was
a fish so large that the captain of the Boat Israel Dormon by name
could not bring him into the Boat.26

Woodruff's river dreams suggest that his love of place was twined
with his love of people. Another mission dream reunited him with
his father and brother on the Farmington River:
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I fel asleep & Dreamed I was at my Fathers house in Farmington Con.

my father had caught some fish. I thought I would go to fishing to.

I went under the saw mill & the trench was full of pickerel father

shut down the gates & the fish started to run down stream with

the water. I run down to the bottom of the Island jumped into the

trench, & caught a great many large fish with my hands as they came

down. I then went to the mill & Brother Asahel Woodruff who has

been dead two years came & broght many fish & showed me which

he caught in the trench.27

In the years between leaving Farmington and migrating West,
Woodruff often returned to his family and the river. In 1838 he
waded into the water, not to fish, but to baptize his father, mother,
sister, aunt, cousin, and the local Methodist teacher.28 During a visit
in 1843, he wistfully remembered the river and its people: "I walked
on the canal bank in the morning & surveyed the meadows the
river the mill alone whare I had walked with my Brothers & sister
& with my Bosom Friend in days that are past. But now I am alone."29

He left Farmington for the last time in 1846. In his journal is a
record of his regret, which nature itself seemed to share: "I bid Mr
Woodford farewell And took the last look at the house Hills dales &
Brooks of my Nativity whare I was born & spent the days of my
youth. I crossed the river over the acquiduct And wrode home in
the midst of a Heavy shower of rain."30

Conversion and Early Missions

Wilford Woodruff's conversion in 1833, at age twenty-six, re-
directed his life. Beginning with Zion's Camp in 1834 and then five
missions in quick succession, he had little enough time to spend
with his wife Phebe Carter, whom he married in 1837. His time
between missions was filled with family responsibilities, including
visits to the Carter in-laws who lived near marvelous fishing waters
on the coast of Maine. Four months after his marriage, he reported
spending "the day and night at anchor," where he and the Carters
caught 250 fish and saw four whales.31 In 1838, he fished again with
the Carters. He recorded that, after rowing two miles into the bay,

we hove to, cast anchor & caught a small quantity of fish mostly Had-
dock; we then sailed to a point of Land & built up a fire hung on a
pot, fried out some pork & dressed 6 Haddock & one Hake & put
them into the pot we sliced in some popatoes & put in a quantity of
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crackers & by adding some seasoning & boiling it untill it was
throughly cooked it formed as rich a dish as would be necessary to
set before a King.32

In 1841 he reported still another Carter expedition, during
which the party saw two hundred codfish and caught three. Again
they "went onto the rocks & dined upon a rich Haddock chouder
& boiled clams."33 Woodruff's affections for the Carter family ran
deep, and he and Phebe had both worked to convert them. Even-
tually Father and Mother Carter were baptized, along with five of
Phebe's siblings.34

His frequent missions provided Woodruff more opportunity
for fishing than did his life at home. His 1837-38 mission to the
Fox Islands in Maine produced journal entries reflecting his inter-
est in the fishery that sustained the islanders:

There is great quantitites of fish inhabit the waters, cooves & har-
bours around these Islands, such as Whale, Blackfish, Shark, ground
Shark PILOT fish, Hors Mackerel, Sturgeon, Salmon, Holloboat, Cod,
Pollock, Tom Cod, Hake, Haddock, Mackerel, Shad, Bass, Ale wives,
Herren. Pohagen, Dolphin, Whiting, Frost fish, Flounders, Smelt,
Skate, Shrimp, Skid, Cusk, Blebacks, Scollop Dogfish, Muttonfish,
Lumpfish, Squid, Fivefingers, Monkfish, Nursfish, Sunfish, Swordfish,
Thrashers, Cat, Scuppog, Tootog, Eyefish, Cunner, Ling, Eels, also
Lobsters, Clams, Scollop, Mussles, Rincles, . . . and Porposes, Seal &c
&c. & many others not named.35

Along with his missionary companion Jonathan Hale, Elder
Woodruff tested that fishery when they accompanied one S. Luce Esq.
into Penobscot Bay. There they observed a school of pogagenfish
that "cover'd acres" and would fill "500,000 barrels." Woodruff re-
ported: "We caught none of them, but saw & herd them rush in
large bodies upon the top off the water."36

The missionaries' fishing of men had more positive results—
their first baptisms came twelve days later, when they baptized
Captain Justus Eames and his wife. The baptisms were cause for
thanksgiving and telling interpretation of scripture. Elders Hale
and Woodruff sought out a high granite ledge overlooking the sea,
where "Elder Hale read the XVI ch. of Jeremiah that spake of the
hunters and fishers that God should chuse in the last days to
gather Israel."37
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Elder Woodruff saw no difficulty in a literal interpretation of the
scripture, as he demonstrated the following day near Carvers Wharf:

Here we were for a moment diverted to see a school of Mackerel
playing in the water by the side of the wharf while several men were
cetching them with hooks. Elder Hale and myself flung out some
hooks and had no difficulty in cetching a plenty of them. We caught
what we wished for and went our way, leaving thousands of them in
the water ready to bite the hook.38

The passage in Jeremiah suggests the seamless merge of the
literal and figurative that increasingly characterized Woodruff's sport-
ing life. In March 1838, he converted another islander, Ebenezar
Carver, who had sought a witness of the Mormon preachings.
Elder Woodruff prophesied "that there should no sign be given but
the sign of the Prophet Jonas on a sudden their was a large fish
arose on the water in the sea at a distance from him & suddenly
sunk out of sight." Carver wished to see the sign again, and the
fish accommodated:

Immediately the fish again arose on the top of the water accompa-
nied with another fish of the same specie & size & one of them swam
on a straitline on the top of the water towards Mr Carver as he stood
upon the beach when the fish came as near his feet as the water
would permit him the fish looked at the man with a Penetrating eye
as though he had a message for him he then returned to his mate in
the Ocean & swam out of sight & Mr Carver returned meditating
upon this strange sight & sign & the wonderful condescenscion of
the Lord.

Woodruff noted that the sighting "was at a season of the year when
fish of that size is not known upon these shores or coast & they
never at any season of the year are known to come ashore as in
this case."39 Carver was baptized, and three days later Woodruff
"baptized Mrs Mary Carver in the same place whare the fish before
spoken of came to Mr Carver."40

Late in 1838, Wilford Woodruff concluded his mission in the
Fox Islands and made his way back to the Saints in Missouri. He
arrived in time to assist the other Apostles in laying the corner-
stones of the temple in Far West. By July 1839, Elder Woodruff,
with most of the Apostles, was on a ship to England, where he was
to serve another mission of two years. This mission deepened the
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weave of literal and figurative fishing. After a crossing during
which he noted "a large school of porposes & Blackfish all around
the ship,"41 he labored first in the Potteries and then, at the invita-
tion of convert John Benbow, in Herefordshire, where he preached
with spectacular success among the United Brethren.42 It was in
Herefordshire that he recorded a series of dreams that equated
catching fish with gathering converts:

I saw by night a River in which were many fish. I cast an hook &
caught some of them & while fishing I saw some large ones near
shore. I put the hook to their mouth. They bit it & I caught them, &
one vary notable one exceding all other fish that I had caught. . . .
[A] Bellman was called for to divide the fish & after the Bell was rung
each man took a part, & while dividing the fish, one man said to
another man I saw Baptizing last night. Was not you Baptized?43

His dream-fishing continued after a long day of meetings at
Fromes Hill:

I walked home with Brother Oaky & spent the night, & after stand-
ing upon my feet 8 hours in Conference, conversing much of the
time, Ordaining about 30, confirming some, healing many that were
sick, shaking hands with about 400 Saints, wa[l]king 2 miles, & Preach-
ing 4 hours in the chimney corner, I then lay down & dreamed of
Retching fish.44

The dreams followed Elder Woodruff to London; "I retired
to rest & had an Interesting dream in ketching fish,"45 he said in
August 1840. His missionary labors in London were disappointing;
however, he was encouraged by a series of dreams he did not
record in his journal but to which he later referred:

I thank God that there begins to be a little stir in this city. We have
had some good dreams of late about ketching fish & I hope we may
soon realize it by Baptizing many souls for we have laboured hard in
this city for many weeks & with great expens & baptized as yet
ownly 19 souls.46

Elder Woodruff was not alone in his frustration or in his dream-
ing. His journal tells us that Heber C. Kimball had similar dreams of
harvest in London:

We retired to rest & I dreamed of ketching fish, fowl, geese &
Turkies, in nets, & seeing a house on fire. Elder Kimball also
Dreamed of casting a net & ketching a good hall of fish, two large
ones, & gathering fruit. So I think sumthing will be done soon.47
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The work continued to be disappointing in London, where
Woodruff labored until February 1841. His decision to leave was
prompted by yet another fishing dream. He wrote:

We eat a supper of Sprats with Sister Morgan they were small fish
2 Inches long & 1 fell a sleep & dreamed of cetching fish, many large
ones with my hands I thought 1 told my Dream to a man who was
putting up a gate post & he told me the interpretation was for me to
make hast & Baptize as many as I could in London, & organize & set
in order the Church, seal up my testimony in the city & return
home in the spring.'8

By October of the same year, Woodruff had returned to Nau-
voo, where he spent two busy years building a house for his young
family, working with the Twelve, managing the Times & Seasons,
and serving on the city council. In 1843 and again in 1844, he
served missions to the Eastern States. He was in Boston when
he read of the Prophet's death. Again he returned to Nauvoo, and a
month later, at the direction of Brigham Young, accepted the call
for a second mission to England.49

Second Mission to England

This time Elder Woodruff presided over the work in Great
Britain and traveled throughout England and Scotland. Where he
had only dreamed of fishing on his previous mission to England,
he now wielded the rod. He went fishing on May 8, 1845, in the
River Ribble, upstream from the point where Heber C. Kimball bap-
tized the first English converts.50 Woodruff had conducted Church
business in the Ribble villages between Blackburn and Chatburn.
He then walked two miles to Downham expressly to visit Father
Richard Smithies, who "is 70 years of age & is considerd the great-
est fisherman in the country."11 The following day, Woodruff and
Smithies were on the Ribble together.

Throughout his foreign missions, Woodruff sought to expand
his knowledge by visiting iron works, museums, libraries, and his-
torical sites.52 With Smithies he satisfied his curiosity about a new
kind of fishing: "It was the first time I had seen the fly used in my
life in the way of fishing. I was delighted with it the rod & line was
so light & flung with such skill & dexterity that the trout are
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beguiled & whare ever they are are generally taken."53 The delicacy

of the casting was made possible by gear Woodruff had never seen:

His fish pole or rod was about 14 feet long sumthing like cane vary
slender & delecate. His long fine line made of hair & cat gut was
wound around a small brass wheel with a little crank to it fastend to
the but end of the pole. The line then runs through half a dozen
brass rings or ilet holes fastend at a sutible distance along on the rod
to the small end of it.54

The strangeness of the rod and reel was matched by the strange-

ness of the tackle, which Woodruff described in detail:

One the end of the fine fish line is fastened 5 or 6 artifishal flies about
2 feet apart. These are upon a small cat gut almost as small as a single
hair. 25 or 30 feet of the line is unwond from the reel at the but of
the rod running through the rings to the point. The line is then flung
upon the water the same as though it was tied at the end of
the rod & the flies with a hook concealed in each swims down the
stream. . . . The fisherman has flies different for almost ever month
calculated to imitate the flies that float upon the water at the time
they fish. These flies are made of the feathers of birds some of vari-
ous colors.55

He reported that Father Smithies was successful, catching
"7 trout & two Cheven," a species of chub. Unlike the bait fishing
to which Woodruff was accustomed, the take of the fly was a more
graceful deception:

The trout instantly take it considering it the natural fly. They are
hooked as soon as they strike it if they are large trout & run. They of
their own accord unwind as much line as they want from the reel at
the but of the pole or rod.56

If the gear was novel, so was the playing and landing of the

fish. Although fly-fishing had existed in America since colonial

days, Wilford Woodruff had not seen it. He was impressed to see

fish landed in current on light tackle:

The fisherman does not pull the fish out of the water on the bank by
the pole but worries the fish in the water with the line untill he will
not struggle. Then he draws him up to the shore by the line if he
stands on the bank or to him if he stands in the water. He then takes
a small hand net with a light pole 4 or 6 feet puts it under the fish &
takes him vary deliberately out of the water.57
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The gut that attached the flies to the hair line was slender in order
to reduce visibility. Because a fish in swift current could easily
break it, Smithies had to be patient in landing the fish.58

Woodruff's day with Father Smithies had been well spent. "I was
much gratifyed," he said, "with this days fishing." He spent the night
in Chatburn, and a Sister Parkinson "cooked the trout for us which
made a good meal."59

His satisfaction was such that he soon put Smithies's lesson
into practice. He had taken a steamer from Liverpool to Carlisle,
where he conducted a conference. The following day, in company
with Brothers Allen and Walker, he tried his hand at the artificial
fly. They walked ten miles, probably into Scotland, to fish a salmon
stream. Success was immediate; they caught "three in about 5 min-
utes." But their adventure was cut short when a game warden
arrived to inform them they were angling in posted waters. The
brethren would, the warden told them, be subjected to a £5 fine if
they continued. Elder Woodruff recorded plaintively, "So we all left
the ground & returned home & got our walk for our pains & three
small salmon fry."60

Thus Woodruff inadvertently discovered British fly-fishing's
companion institution—private waters. He had noted earlier the
penury of Preston: the "streets were crouded with the poor both
male & female going to & from the factories with their wodden
or clogg shoes."61 In contrast, he wrote that in Oxfordshire the
7,500 acres of Stow and Wychwood Forests provided "a noted place
of resort for sportsman to hunt Deer & hares &c."62 He also ob-
served the grounds of the Duke of Sutherland, near Stoke-on-Trent:

Their are some hundreds of acres of wood land & farm paches all
of which are enclosed with a fence of 4 & 5 feet high the whole of
the fence composed of solid Iron. Their are miles of Iron railing in
this park.

The Duke has vast quantities of game, fish & fowl in his Park,
such as Deer, Hares, Rabits, Pheasants, Ducks, Geese Swan, Trout &
many other kinds of fish. . . . There are game keepers to see that no
person trespasses upon the park. The river Trent runs through the
park. The Duke has converted the whole of it for a distance into a
fish pool.
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Wilford Woodruff felt such ownership
offended the democracy of the gospel
and abundance of God's earth:

This DUKE of Southerland has two other
Parks of as much value as the one above
named. . . . But as JESUS said concerning
the stones of the Temple, it will in like
manner be with the monuments & pride
of this generation. They will spedily be
lade low in the Dust together.63

Woodruff resolved to pursue his fly-
fishing in the more accessible waters of
the United States. In December 1845, he
recorded his purchase of gear in Liver-
pool: "I made A pruchase of salmon &
trout rods, reels, lines, hooks, flies and
aparatus for both salt & fresh water to
the amount of &6.2.4."64 He gave little
detail about the equipment; however,
one piece still exists—a fly rod now on
display in the Museum of Church History
and Art. It resembles Smithies's rod as
described by Woodruff: three sections of
unsplit cane reinforced at close intervals
with silk wrappings.65

The Migration West

Shortly after his purchase, Elder
Woodruff returned to America. After
stops in Farmington and Nauvoo, where
he sold his home, he made his way to
Council Bluffs.66 He recorded subsistence

Wilford Woodruff's cane fly rod. Elder
Woodruff purchased the rod in England in
1845 and fished with it a number of times
while crossing the plains in 1847. Courtesy
Museum of Church History and Art.
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hunting but no fishing until September 1846. On the fifteenth,
Woodruff went out for ducks but took his rod with him. After
shooting six ducks and hiking back through "high weeds, grass
mud & water,'' he was "exeeding weary" but could not resist trying
the rod: "Before returning home I took my salmon rod & line &
spent a few moments in trying to ketch fish but could not start
any."67 He found the warm waters around Council Bluffs more con-
ducive to traditional modes of fishing. He reported laying out set
hooks and catching catfish.68 He did no more fishing until the day
they left Winter Quarters, when he reported dining on catfish
from the slow waters of the Elk Horn.69

The migration to the Rockies moved Woodruff into prime
trout waters, which he eagerly anticipated. At Fort Laramie, he met
a mountaineer "who had wintered at the great Basin of the Salt &
Eutau lakes & he recommends the country vary Highly for a
healthy fertile country the Lakes & streams abounding with trout
& other fish."70 But Woodruff was not content to await the waters
of the Great Basin. He scanned the water of the Platt and noted its
shallowness: "One can walk across two thirds of the river on bare
ground."71 Near Scott's Bluff, he found a tiny spring-fed tributary
with more promise. In a reach raised by beaver dams, the creek
was "lined with fish a good share of which was speckled trout so
the brethren informed me. This is the first stream I have met with
containing trout since I left the New England States. Therefore I
name it trout creek."72 His interest piqued, he unpacked his fishing
gear and a week later fished Horseshoe Creek in present-day
Wyoming but "cought nothing."73

Wilford Woodruff was not alone in his sporting interests. Four
days later, he walked from camp up Deer Creek to find William
Clayton and Appleton Harmon "fishing with a hook." Clayton had
caught "about two dozen good fish" and Harmon "some." They gra-
ciously left their lines for Woodruff, who sat "for half an hour mus-
ing alone as unconcerned as though I had been sitting upon the
banks of Farmington river." His solitude was disrupted by sounds
in the underbrush, and "for the first time the thought flashed
across my mind that I was in a country abounding with the griselly
bear wolves & Indians." Deer Creek was no Farmington, and
Woodruff, with "no weapon not even enough to have defend
myself against a Badger," decided that "wisdom dictated for me to
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return to camp so I took up my polls & fish & walked leasurely
home & retired to rest."74

Woodruff did not fish again until the camp arrived at Fort
Bridger, although he did note "a creek of good water containing
some small fish" near Willow Springs.75 But it was on the braided
channels of Hams Fork that Woodruff found his water. He reported
crossing "more than a dozen trout Brooks," with water that runs
"swift but clear" on "hard, cold gravelly bottoms." Since "the calcu-
lation was to spend the day at the fort," he seized the opportunity:
"As soon as I got my breakfast I riged up my trout rod that I had
brought with me from Liverpool, fixed my reel, line, & artificial fly
& went to one of the brooks close by camp to try my luck catching
trout."76 His success was spectacular, and he penned the passages
about fly-fishing that endeared him to Schullery and Moon.

The company moved the following day, but Woodruff's suc-
cess at Hams Fork sharpened his anticipation. Three days and thirty-
two miles later, the camp arrived at the Bear River. On July 12,
Woodruff recorded, "I started early in the morning & rode to bear
River And for the first time I saw the long looked for Bear River val-
ley. . . . My object in visiting the river before the camp was to try
my luck in ketching trout as it was a stream famed for containing
that kind of fish." He found this water difficult to fish with his flies
"in consequence of the thick underbrush." Although the weather
was favorable—"cloudy & cool"—he reported his "luck good bad
and indiferent":

I some of the time would fish half an hour & could not start a fish.
Then 1 would find an eddy with 3 or 4 trout in it & they would jump
at the hooks as though there was a bushel of trout it the hole. And in
one instance I caught two at a time.

So eager was Woodruff to fish the difficult water that he waded in

on horseback:

I fished some of the time on horsback riding in the middle of the
stream which was about 3 rods wide & when I could not desend
longer in the stream for swift & deep water I would have to plunge my
horse through the bear thickets which was hard work to penetrate.

As always, he was alert for sounds of danger: "I knew not at what
moment I would have a griselly bear upon my back or an Indian
arrow in my side."77


