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MARRIAGE GAME IN BIG SKY WHERE I BECOME A PURIST 

DECEMBER 15, 1986 LE WIS G. GATCH 

I con:sidered putting the word -- eame -- in quotation 
marks to signal its double meaning in the el{~nts that I will rel~te, 
but recognizing the number of outdoorsmen 10 the Club, I deCided 
that would be -- shall we say -- overkill? 

I should begin the stories with the cast of characters. 
They are: 

Don Nichols, born in Norris, a small crossroads community 
north of Ennis, Montana, in the Madison River Valley. Divorced; 
ex-homesteader; occasional machinist, fulltime mountain dweller; 
living in the part of the Rocky Mountains known as "Big Sky" north of 
West Yellowstone National Park. 

Dan Nichols, nineteen-year-old son of Don, and a 
somewhat reluctant companion to his father in their mountain 
retrea t. 

Your reader, a meat fisherman, on vacation at a friend's 
ranch near Cameron, south of Ennis, not even a crossroads town 
because it is only aT. 

My host, a consummate dry fly fisherman, barely able to 
tolerate the presence of wet flies in his fly box, let alone the thought 
of live bai t. A purist. 

Kari Swenson, age twenty-two, an auburn-haired beauty 
working as a waitress at Lone Mountain Ranch, part of the Big Sky 
resort in the range known as Spanish Peaks; fifth overall in the 
Women's World Championships at Chamonix, and America's strongest 
contender for a medal in the 1988 Olympic games in the rigorous 
biathlon event which combines c:rosscountry skiing and rifle 
marksmanship (markswomanship?). 

Johnny France, sheriff of Madison County; former rodeo 
champion, preserver of law, order and protector of hunters and 
fisherman over a vast expanse of mountain wilderness, ranches and 
dusty towns; a cross between John Wayne and Evel Knievel. 
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Don Nichols was a mou ntain man. His decision to live 
t hat way ca me easily. Don's dad, Pat Nichols, had brought his family 
to Norris during the Depression, leaving behind the life of a 
dust-bowl farmer. Pat worked as a miner, but he mainly loved to 
hunt and fish when he was not other wise occupied at the saloon. He 
took Don on long camping trips up into Bear Trap Canyon and higher 
up into Spanish P eaks. One Saturday night, driving horne drunk from 
a bar in Ennis, Pat missed a curve on the old Norris Hill and died in 
t he wreck. Maggie Nichols remarried shortly after that to a strict, 
humorless miner who disliked the outdoors, and never took young Don 
into the mountains. Don became a loner in school, quiet and intense. 
He spent months on end up in the mountains. He could walk 
anywhere. 

After high sc hool, he joined the navy but could not adjust. 
Perhaps the regiment reminded him of his stepfather. He left the 
navy, married a girl in West Virginia and brought her back to 
Montana, where he tried to run a homestead near Noxon. But he just 
could not sta y away from the mounta ins. Instead of keeping a steady 
job, Don would work long enough to ge t a grubsta ke and then move 
into the mountains where he would l iv e for months, picking berries, 
poaching game, hiking up and down the range. His bitterness for 
society increased. He cursed what he called "the rotten system," ann 
said he could only be free in the mountains. 

His wife divorced him, but Don clung to Danny, their only 
child. He took Danny on "camping trips" which eventually lasted all 
summer long. In 1973, the sheriff fr om Three Forks, near Bozeman, 
went a fter Don on a truancy complaint from Danny's school. Don had 
t he eight-yea r-old boy way above the Gran ite Cliffs of Bear Trap 
Canyon in steep, wild country -- part of the high country that few 
people ever went into, even the experienced elk outfitters. Peo~le 
said Don had gardens and food caches up there, and enough supplies 
t o hang on for years. Somehow the sheriff se~t. word up to ~on to 
come out. Don showed up with the boy, e xplammg that he dId not 
know the date, he had just been waiting for the wild strawberries to 
ripen because he had promised Danny stra wberr y shortcake. 

That night Danny stayed at the sheriff's ~ouse. He sat 
glumly by the window staring up into the dark mountams. He had a 

air of ex-nav binoculars that Don let him keep. "What do you se.e 
p. . y Dann ?" the sheri ff asked. The boy turned hIS 
;l;;o:~O;:z~lI~~C~~~S;heriff.Y . "w ith the wha t?" "With the binoculars, 
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that's what they call those things." "No," the boy said, "they're called 
'people wa tchers.'" 

Summers passed and each year, even though Danny grew, 
Don tried to maintain him as a little boy. People at the . small stores 
near Ennis Lake wondered about Don's strange devotIon when .he 
would bring Danny down for supplies. Don never boul?ht anythmg 
personal for himself. He did not drink or smoke; he dId not chase 
wo men; but whatever the boy wanted he got -- ~ce cream~ c~ndy 
bar s. But in high school, Danny's unfettered deSIres gO.t hIm. 1OtO 
trouble . He skipped school, fought, threatened some gIrls With a 
knife. Danny was smart enough. He painted. He sang and played the 
guit ar, just like his real grandfather, Pat Nichols, people sald. 

My grandfather, Lewis Gatch, said that time has a way of 
solving mos t problems. Those of you who knew him, rather, I should 
say, the one of you, our historian, who knew him, recalls him as a 
man of patience . The reverse of his saying sometimes holds true, 
however . Situations can ripen to the point where the actors can no 
longer let time pass. Don and Dan Nichols had corne to such a point 
whe n Dan told his father he could not stay in the mountains any more 
because of certain biological urges he was experiencing. While a 
junior in high school, Danny had taken up with an older woman, a 
divorced lady named Sue. She liked his lean body, long blonde hair 
dnd moody ways. Don had done everything he could to break up the 
relationship. He finally persuaded Danny to drop out of high school 
and join him in Jackson, Wyoming, where they worked hard one 
summer, living out of a car, saving their money, perhaps to build a 
cabin in the mountains. Then Don discovered that Danny was 
spending his money on long calls to Sue up in Montana. A terrible 
row occurred and the next thing anybody knew father and son moved 
up to the Madison Range where they lived thereafter, right through 
the winter. Remembering his times with Sue more and more vividly, 
Danny told his dad that he needed a woman. Don must have liked the 
idea because they immediately laid plans to secure a "wife" for 
Danny -- to make their life complete. 

The idea seemed logical. Find one, take her into the 
mountains (maybe against her will at first), where, In time, she would 
come to love the simple life, the taste of the wild raspberries, the 
firm, white flesh of the mountain trout and appreciate the security of 
living wIth sureshot mountain men. 
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So Dan agreed to stay in their mo untain world, safe from 
the economic explosion that had blown up the land prices ill the 
valley below. Where land once sold for fifty cents an acre, it now 
brought up to a thousand dollars an acre, and more, with f~vorable 
water rights. Safe from the millionaire ranch owners, tounsts and 
sportsmen that flooded the area. "Califo rnicators" Don .called them, 
hating the people in the valley and their corrupt way of llie. 

Now that Danny had decide d to take a wife, he wondered 
how to make the engagement. Don told him , "Don't worry, more and 
more women are coming into the mountains. I watch them -- riding 
horses, fishing, hiking, sometimes even camping out. We'll get one." 

They almost did -- Amanda Beardsley, who with her 
husband and another local couple, decided to fish at Ulery's Lake. 
Amanda, a robust lady in her forties, fishi ng from a wading tube, 
worked the shoreline around a point, out of sight of the others. She 
Iel t her way over the bottom towards a promising looking cove, 
sheltered in heavy pines. Danny whispered excitedly to his father, 
"There's one on the lake now." Suddenly a bearded man appeared on 
the shore and called out, "Lots oI fish over here; come on over." She 
looked up startled. Don surprised her by asking the date. She spotted 
Danny, standing by a lodgepole pine, from which he had stripped a 
square of bark. She asked if they were surveyors. "No," the man 
said, "we're just carving our name on a tree." Again he pointed to the 
water at his feet. It almost seemed to her that the bearded man 
tried to lure her closer to the dark shore. Turning, she called back to 
the others to join her at a good spot. The men reacted quickly, 
grabbing their rifles and disappearing into the Lorest. 

When the others joined Amanda, they cautiously climbed 
he bank, found the tree and discovered that Danny had inscribed a 

'Tl essage with a black felt pen. Amanda told her husband, "Thank God 
:;;)r my wading tube." 

* * * ~ * * * * * * * * 

I sure could use one of those wading tubes, I thought that 
: - 5 day on the Madison River. Even in the middle of July the 

~:;j'son runs cold, swift and deep in spots, the bottom covered with 
pery rocks. I fought to maintain my balance, fljnching from the 

-r-::r.sional shot of icy water over my hip waders. My host, a 
6- egged fellow with chest-high waders and felt soles designed to 
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grip the slippery rucks worked the river ahead of me, oblivious to my 
flounder ings. 

When our friends asked us to their ranch, the host said we 
would do some trout fishing. I knew he enjoyed fresh and salt water 
fishing, but I had no idea that dry fly fishing had consumed his angling 
soul. When I had last wet a line with him, we were both meat 
fishermen, meaning: catch fish, no matter how. I can remember him 
begging me for choice parts of my smelly lobster carcass with which I 
was ca tchi ng large groupers in the Bahamas. 

I had done some wet fly fishing as a teenager on a pack 
t r ip in Wyoming. I had earned a scout merit badge by tying flies and 
catching fish on those flies, scraggly and easy to cast when wet. We 
camped on the remote unfished Sanford River, in the Wind River 
Range, where I could tie on three of my creations and catch three 
trout at once. Spotting me as a bona fide meat fisherman, even at 
age thirteen, the cook had me supply the fish which we ate at most 
meals. In later years I fished small Michigan streams where trees 
made backcasting impossible, where 1 would sneak up to the stream 
and, with an underhand cast, flip in either a grasshopper or a small 
spinner . 

Preparing for the Madison, I thought a Colorado spinner 
would work, being heavy enough to cut through the wind and flashy in 
the sun. I began to realize the situation as I poked through my host's 
t ackle and found nothing but tiny, dry flies. I asked for the spinner 
box. My host gave me an outraged look. You might have thought I 
ha? suggested dynamite. I soon found out that not only were we not 
gOing to use spinners, we were not even going to use wet flies. He 
rambled on about the Elkhair Caddis, Little Lemon Stone Fly and 
Royal Trude. I decided not to ask about worms. 

, We starte? near the north end of his Wigwam Ranch, 
whIch fronts four mlles on the Madison, fishing southwardly, but 
upstream. My host worked ahead, bypassing what I later found out in 
hl~ "garden spo,t A," a golfing phrase indicating that spot in the 
mIddle, of the fairway where 'you have a fla t lie on good turf, a gentle 
headwmd to help your, ball bi t ~nd, one hundred fifty yards to a large, 
we ll-watered green WIth the pin in the middle -- in other words a 
spot where you should score! I fished the garden spot that day ;nd 
left the trout population in tact. 
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Slipping and sliding, I struggled to stand up and, at the 
same time, cast my fly directly into a sou thwest gale. On the few 
times I did manage to get the line out and drop the fly in the right 
spot, the current quickly bellied the li ne and dragged the fly under. 
Trout know that dry flies are supposed to fl oat. Yet there went my 
host, striding easily, casting into the same wind, using the same little 
fly, fishing Jesser holes, catching trout . 

Perhaps his vest made the difference -- festooned with 
snips, surgical pliers, a tape measure , scale, pockets bulging with fly 
boxes, leaders, mucelyn. Or maybe his irrldescent green line weighed 
more than my mustard yellow line . I rel ied on my teenage 
experience, where technique had nothing to do with catching fish, 
whipping the line behind me and whipping it forward with plenty of 
wrist action. My friend could not seem to cock his wrist. Perhaps it 
was sore. And, what was that right shoulder forward hunch he did on 
every fore cast? I later learned that his is the classic casting style. 

Driving back, my host suggested a different kind of 
fishing the ne xt day, combined with a ride into the mountains which 
lay to the east of hi s ranch. 

As we drove I looked up at t he dark, almost foreboding 
mountains, wondering about riding a horse over narrow, winding 
tra ils, but wondering more how I could re deem myself. 

The next day we rode re liable steeds up a beautiful trail 
along Indian Creek, packing out fly rods in rifle scabbards. That 
morning, after picking raspberries, I fou nd an empty quart milk 
carton, poked some holes in it and t ied it to my belt. Once more I set 
out behind the ranch house looking for the answer to my problem 
grasshoppers. The hoppers began to stir in the early sun, and I 
coUected a dozen withill twenty minutes. I located some small hooks 
which I put in a film container. On the r ide up I tied the carton to 
:he saddle under the poncho, wanting to give the grasshoppers a good 
~e s t in the dark. Something excited them. My host looked .aroun~, 
.tondering a bout the noise. Pleading my bad righ t ear, I told him I did 
-ot know. 

The tra il rose steeper into t he mounta in, through de nse 
~ .... rc" t s , th r<,>u oh a hiSh m e a dow. Absol utely breathta k i n g . Indian 

eek rushed down on our left, sometimes close to the trail, 
: metimes a faint roar away. We dis mounted for a break at ,a 
5;:>ectac ular waterfall. We could ride another t wo hours to No Man s 
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Lake to fish for golden trout or ride back down to a small meadow by 
the creek to eat lunch and then fish. We chose the latter. I had my 
holes picked out by the time we stopped for lunch. Some of us 
hurriedly ate sandwiches in a dense pine grove, which came in handy 
because the close-standing trees protected us from a sudden cold 
downpour. The girls lingered over lunch, but my friend and I sprang 
into action. He offered me the choice of direction. Having staked 
out the holes upstream, I casually said I would go that way. Wanting 
to play by the house rules, I started with a Royal Trude and got a 
strike on the first cast. I missed the fish and could not get him to 
ris<:: again. I moved to the next hole. Two more strikes -- two more 
misses. The rain and frustration descended. I thought of the car,ton 
hanging under my poncho. T,he ti~e had come to catch f1sh. 
Feverishly I replaced the fly w1th a llttle hook, fumbl~d to get a 
hopper out of the carton without losing all the other~ and l~se.rted the 
barb between the kicking hopper's shoulders. I flIpped It 1nto the 
boiling turbulence at the head of the pool. It surfaced, floated about 
two feet and "Bam," I had one, and landed him. 1 fished my way 
upstream until the steep banks prevented further passage. I kept one 
eye over my shoulder, having seen several rotten logs which had been 
clawed apart by bears in search of grubs. I could imagine one 
shuffling up behind me to inspect my catch. 

I now had three beautiful twelve- to fourteen-inch 
rainbow trout. Feeling much better, I headed downstream. I came 
upon my host and his ranch manager fishing in what I found out was 
the garden spot A of Indian Creek, a long, deep hole beside an open 
rocky shore which permitted fUll-length casting. My friend, 
stationed at the foot of the pool, never moved and caught five fish. I 
remembered his sigh of relief when I said I would fish upstream. I 
leapfrogged them to where the stream fell rapidly in larger and 
larger falls, making dark, deep holes, but holes with such steep banks 
that it was impossible to reach some of them. 

I had another problem -- an almost-empty milk carton. I 
now had four trout, and one grasshopper left, a large but lifeless 
green chap. I slid down a fifteen-foot boulder to a most inviting 
pool. I twitched the hopper onto the head of the pool. My heart 
Jumped when a monster attacked from the depths of the rushing 
water, nailing my bait. I missed him. Now what? Would you believe 
I actually looked around for a rock to overturn, thinking I might find 
a worm? Then I remembered a fly in my box that resembled a 
grasshopper. I later found out it in fact is named "Joe's Hopper." I 
tied it on, dressed and blew on it to make it f10<'lt, sneaked back to 
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the hole and cast the fake hopper onto the surface. Explosion! Same 
fish, but this time I caught him and (by my own admission) he proved 
to be the biggest fish of the day. I proudly re turned to camp carrying 
my string of five beauties. We compared stringers, and decided we 
had done a good day's work. My host asked me what I caught my fish 
on. Waving my fly, I said, "On a hopper ." 

The next day we floated the \1adison in McKenzie boats. 
My host and I fished from the lead boat with the wives in the other. 
Guides manned the oars, primarily pulling aga inst the current to slow 
the boats. Fishing from the stern, I encountered a familiar problem: 
cast ing into the wind. I had to cast slightly back upstream, into the 
shore and try to place my fly so it would float without the line 
dragging it under water. Immediately I caught a two-pound rainbow, 
which proved to be my only decent fish of the day. Our guide, Bob 
Butler, surprised me by releasing my t rout, explaining that we were 
in a "ca tch and release" zone. 

Thinking I had been too modest in saying I was a beginner, 
Bob added a second fly to my leader. Now I had to position two fli e!>, 
give them each a good float and watch for strikes. I just could not 
see -- or recognize -- strikes on the turbulen t , sparkling surface. 
The guide and my host got tired of saying, "There" or "You missed 
one" or "Now." In the front of the boat my friend scored steadily. 

We stopped for lunch, after which the other guide idly 
began casting. I was dumbfounded to see him perform a maneuver 
called "shooting the line" in which he stripped the contents of the 
reel in loops in his left hand and, after two or three ever-lengthening 
backcasts, snapped the gra phite rod into a forward, horizon,tal 
position at the same time extending his left, hand t~ free the :olls. 
The entire length of line shot through the gUides straIght as a WIre. I 
took Bob aside and asked him for some pointe rs. He told me about 
the twelve o'clock stop posi tion, coiling the line in m,Y right ,hand, 
110re hesitation on the backcast and mending my cast I,n ~he air. A 
"mend" consists of a counterclockwise flip of the rod tiP Just b,ef~re 
he fly lands to throw an extra length of line upstream, per,mlttIng 

the fly to float in front of the line at the pace of the river. , I 
improved my technique but had little more succe~s , al~hough I dId 
: atch a large "Prince of the River,", a euphemIsm given to the 
V1adison River white fish, a bottom-feeding sucker. 

At the bridge t able that nigh:, our h~st s~gge~te d ,that the 
') ex t fishing trip could be combined wIth a slx -mlle ride Into the 
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mountains, up to a glacier-lined lake where he had never been; a 
lake, which he was told by his manager, contained golden trout and 
sparkled like a jewel on the mountaintop. 

* * * * * * * * * * * * 
Ulerys Lake sparkled like a jewel in the mountains as Kari 

Swenson ran down the trail to its shore. Some of the other waitresses 
napped on Sunday afternoons, but Kari was on a training run -- six 
miles at high altitude. Before the war, the endurance and martial 
skills needed for the biathalon were considered impossible for a 
woman to master. Now Kari, a recent graduate of Montana State 
Unive rsity in nearby Bozeman, ran through the heat of these isolated 
mountains pursuing a medal in the next Winter Olympics. 

Don and Dan spotted her across the lake as she broke into 
a clearing on the trail which came their way. Danny's heart pounded 
hard as he watched the gorgeous specimen running toward them. She 
ran fa!';t, looking down, intent on the footing. Don stepped out, 
blocking the trail. Kari stopped and turned to run back. Don seized 
her wrist in an iron grip. She struggled, "What do you want? Why 
don't you let me go?" "Well," Don drawled, "we don't meet many 
beautifu l women up in the mountains, and we just want to talk to you 
for a while." The boy stood silent, staring. Sweat plastered the 
T -shirt across her chest. Danny's mouth fell open. "I know what you 
want." Karl's fear and outrage grew. "Well," the old man said, "we're 
not going to rape you, if that's what you're worried about. What's 
your name?" Karl thought quickly and said, "Sue." "You work down 
at Big Sky?" "Yeah, I work in the kitchen." He leaned closer. "You 
married?" She did not hesitate. "Yes, I'm married." "So what's your 
husband's name?" "Bill Soa," she answered. "Where's your wedding 
ring?" he demanded. "I don't wear a wedding ring," she said. "The 
kitchen equipment could rip your finger off." "You believe her?" the 
old man turned to the boy. "She's lying; all women lie," Danny said. 

The boy moved closer now and Kari could smell the same 
rancid, smoky odor from him. He nervously looked around watching 
for anyone else on the trail. ' 

"Please let me go," Kari said, looking at Danny. "You 
don't want to get involved in this." For a moment no one spoke. 
Then Don asked, "Well, Danny, what do you think? Shall we keep 
her?" Danny nodded deCisively. "Yeah, let's keep her." "All right," 
Don said. "Get the rope and let's tie her up." Kari screamed and 
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pulled backward. Don followed quickl y, s t~iking her to the gr?,und. 
She screamed again and struggled. Don pinned her roughly. You 
keep screaming like that," he shouted, "and w.e're ?olng to be.at you 
up." She stopped screaming. They ~ ie d he r Wrists t:ghtly and t.led the 
other end of the line to Danny's wr tst. Not following any trall, they 
headed into the thick forest of Spanish Peaks. Close by the capture 
site bark had been cut from the trun k of il lodgepole pine. Carefully 
prin'ted on the exposed wood: "Dan and Don Nichols live in these 
mountains. July 14, 1984." 

Down in Ennis, Johnny France got an emergency call. The 
manager of Lone Mountain Ranch had reported that one of his 
waitresses had not returned from a run in the mountains. Johnny 
assumed a grizzly attack, because of se ve ral recent bear Slghtings. 
Johnny knew that people from Lone Mountain Ranch and a Gallatin 
County posse were combing the mountains. With all those armed men 
on horseback, on foot and on trail bikes crashing through the forest, 
Johnny decided not to go in with his people until daybreak. It would 
not be the first time that he had found re mains of a grizzly attack. 

As they darted up through the dense tangle, Kari first 
dropped her headband, later her wristwatch and left scuff marks in 
soft spots. Don, who followed behind, always saw what she did. "You 
be:tter not . do that anymore, Sue. You wouldn't want any of your 
fnends to find you because we will shoot anybody who comes into our 
camp." They chained her to a log that night in a sleeping bag. 

The next morning jays scolded as the sunlight touched the 
tree tops. The night chill still lay on the ground, numbing Kari, 
exhausted from a sleepless night, the chain cutting her at the waist. 
The old man dozed in his bag beneath the fi rs. Earlier Danny had left 
camp with his rifle in search of meat for breakfast. If only someone 
r:a me now, she thought, they could get the drop on the father. 
'e ither man had touched her in the night. Don rose to an elbow and 

~al le d a cheerful hello. Kari replied wa r ily. "When all this is over, 
SJe, just think what great stories you will have to tell your 
~:a n dchildren. This is a real adventure." Kari could not reply. He 
- st be crazy. "How old are you, Sue?" "T wenty-two." He frowned. 

::'l well, I was hoping for an older wo man fo r my son." "Why don't 
! .. ; st let me go if I'm too young?" He roll ed his bedding. "No, 

~e just going to keep you, and maybe yo u will decide on one of us." 

Danny shot a squirrel close to camp, s.eemingly 
vncerned about the noise. He built a f ire f rom dry tWIgS. Don 
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took him to one side, but Kari could hear him say, "We got to do 
something about those red shorts of hers, they're just too bright, too 
easy to spot from the air." Don approached. "Let me have your 

. 't o?" shorts." Kari shrunk back. "You're gomg to rape me, aren y u. 
Don shook his head violently. "No, no." Chained like an anirnal, Ka:i 
had no choice. Pulling the sleeping bag as high as she could, she sltd 
off her red shorts, feeling her nakedness. Don took them to an old 
campfire to blacken them. 

Danny knelt close by, tending the fire. "Please turn me 
loose," she begged, tears falling for the first time. Danny silently 
shook hi s head. "I'm married," Kari sobbed. "I love my husband, and I 
don't want to be with you. Any chance 1 get I'm going to leave." "No, 
1 won't let you go," Danny said, again shaking his head. "I want to 
keep you for myself." Don came back. "Here," he said, tossing her 
shorts, "they're a lot better now." He had charcoaled them 
thoroughly -- inside and out. She struggled to put them on in the 
sleeping bag. 

They all heard the rustling in the thick timber to the right 
of camp. Kari did not hesitate. "Watch out," she cried. "They'll 
shoot." At the far edge of the clearing a stocky, young man crouched 
in the tall grass. "Stop right there," Danny yelled, pointing his pistol 
with both hands. "Is this the girl you're looking for?" Don called. 
"Yes," the man called back, "we're looking for her." "Don't come in," 
Kari screamed, "they'll kill you." Don's face contorted with fear and 
anger. "Shut her up, Danny," he yelled, turning to level his rifle at 
the intruder. Danny turned to confront Kari, his eyes rolling in panic . 
He lurched toward her, pistol extended. Still she screamed. Danny 
jerked the slide of the .22 automatic as if to warn her. The pistol 
cracked. The bullet knocked her back against the log. Her right side 
went numb, and the bright morning forest began to filde. "I shot her," 
Danny yelled. "Oh, I didn't mean to shoot her." "Help me," Karl 
called weakly, "Help, I'm shot." 

A young blonde man, apparently unarmed, came into the 
clearing. Don had his rifle pointed at his back as he stooped over 
Kari. Then Don turned to level his rifle at the other man. "I hope 
you don't have any weapons on you," he yelled. "AI," the blonde one 
shouted, "Radio for help, we need some help." "Shut up," Don 
shouted. "Drop your guns," the first man called, "You're surrounded 
by two hundred men. You can't get away." Don moved behind a tree, 
aimed his rifle and fired. The shot stunned everyone into silence. 
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Then the blonde dashed forward. "AI," he screamed, "Oh, my God, 
AI." 

"She's going to die," Danny moaned. "No, no, she's not 
going to die. I've seen lots of these wounds. That's no big deal," Don 
said. "Let's get packed and get out of here." A deep chIll spread 
through Karl's body. She knew she was going into shock. "You're just 
leaving me here, aren't you?" Neither man answered. "At least let 
me keep the sleeping bag," she pleaded. Without reply, Don unlocked 
the chain, grabbed the foot of the bag and shook Kari out. Danny 
lifted her slightly by her naked hips and pul1ed the shorts up to her 
waist. They left quickly. Kari roUed to the fire. She threw a 
handful of pine needles onto the ashes and tried to blow. Nothing 
happened. She heard a liquid suction and realized she was shot 
through the lung. She would die soon, especiaJty if she went into 
shock. She dragged herself to where the first ma n lay, shot between 
the eye!>, and found his pack. She could not find the radio, but she 
found a sleeping bag which she managed to wiggle into before drifting 
off. 

On his way to start the search next morning, Johnny's 
radio burst with static. He hit the squelch button and hea rd his 
deputy caJJing, "Confirm a double shooting -- repeat -- two people 
shot, two victims, possibly both fatal." Johnny flipped on the siren. 
With the help of the rescuer who had escaped, Johnny was able by 
helicopter to loca te the clearing. Lowering a sling they took Kari 
out. She survived. 

It took several days before Johnny determined the 
Nichols' identity. Then Amanda Beardsley repor ted her encounter 
with the two mountain men. Johnny had the inscribed section of tree 
:' rought in -- to be used as evidence -- he hoped. 

He then led the most celebrated manhunt in Montana 
- . story. But, despite search crews on horseback, in helicopters and 
; .::. ~ es; despite the use of SWAT teams, the FBI, a renowned tracker 
: the east, Johnny could not find the father and son. Tremendous 

a attention complicated matters . A jurisdictional dispute 
ped with the sheriff of Gallatin County . Days passed; weeks, 

nths. Rumor had Don and Dan in Canada. Johnny liked that. 
:hey would hear it, relax and make a careless mistake. Later, 

• :ound out they had come close on two occasions. Once, a 
.: soldiers passed within ten feet of Danny. Another time, 

~i::CIC'Y"s orse had spooked at Danny's odor, but a grouse jumped up, 
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misleadi ng Johnny as to the cause of the horse's upset. Don had 
taught Danny how to sit motionless for hours -- like the Indians did 
-- to ca tch game without using bullets. The skill came in handy now. 

Winter came early to Spanish Peaks. Tom Heintz, an elk 
outfitter , came upon Don and Dan in a camp and immediately knew 
who they were, which he told them as he cautiously got down from 
his ~orse . Don asked him the news. During the disc ussion, the 
outfl tter made a remark about Kari. Danny leaped to his feet "You 
mean ,t he gi~l isn't dead?" Tom explained that her physical co~dition 
and wIll to lIve had saved her. Excitement shone from Danny's eyes 
"She 's not dead, she's not dead!" By the time Tom returned to th~ 
valJey and reported his news to Johnny France, father and son had 
van ished again. 

Denied from some of their caches, father and son 
struggled to survive. The cold was constant on the ridges, snow was 
chest deep in the draws and gullies, game was scarce. The 
te mperature fell to thirty degree s below at night. CLear days brought 
low - flying airplanes searching for tracks. Some snow machines came 
higher than the others, the drivers in white parkas -- not red hunters' 
ves ts, and they carried rifles across their handlebars. They had 
al most exhausted their supply of flour, beans, Crisco and Bisquick. 
They needed fa ts, carbohydrates, calories to fight off the 
bone-chilling cold. They needed to break out of the mountains. 

Another force drove Don and his son down from the icy 
sa fe ty of the mountains. Ever since the talk with the elk outfitter, 
Danny had been challenging Don's authority. Tom had sa id that 
people felt Kari's shooting had been an accident. Danny knew enough 
a bout law to think that he could probably plea bargain for a light 
sentence, if they ever caught him. But Danny also knew that Don did 
not have that option. Don proposed a plan. They would cache their 
sidearms heavie r tools and extra ammunition. Traveling light, they 
would d~scend Bear Trap Canyon, c ross the Madison at night and 
strike out northwest toward Harrison, where Don knew the country 
well, and either camp or keep moving. A blizzaro hit the night they 
came out. They crossed the bridge just east of Norris and were over 
the river for the first time in a year. They made their way to a 
cluster of trees on a hill on the Cold Springs Ranch. The wind wiped 
out their tracks. 

The next day the rancher, out chopping water for the 
cattle, noticed a puff of smoke from a fire. Suspecting the intruders' 
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identity, he rode back to his ranch. By the time he reached Johnny 
France with the news, it was mid-afternoon. Don Nichols had seen 
the rancher and cautiously decided to move on. 

Johnny had a plan in place in the event his quarry came 
out of the mountains -- a move he thought might happen in January 
or February. A helicopter was ready to go. Posses trained. Now 
Johnny did not have time to wa it for the helicopter. Darkness 
happens quickly in Montana in mid-December. Johnny worried that 
Don and Dan might hole up in a ranch - - or take hostages - - or steal 
a car and be gone. Wearing a flak jacket and white jumpsuit, he 
borrowed the rancher'~ snowmobile and went after them -- alone. He 
picked up their tracks - - indistinct at firs t, then crisper. The hair 
rose on the back of his neck. He continued on foot. Johnny surprised 
them as they set up camp. At rifle point he persuaded them that 
they were surrounded. Don gave up without firing a shot. Danny 
seemed relieved. Eventually the helicopter arrived. Johnny France's 
half-year quest was over. 

As they crossed the Madison, headed for the jail in 
Virginia City, Don Nichols glumly noted the beauty of the swift, dark 
river flowing to the north. In a daze, he thought of the trout that 
must be suspended somewhere in winter stupor, deep below the 
surface in hibernation pools. "That's what I'll be like," he thought, 
"frozen in time in jail." 

* * * * * * * * * * * * 

I looked at the Madison, swift and cia rk, flowing to the 
north, as we crossed Varney Bridge on Saturday morning, bound for 
Wigwam Ranch, for one more try before flying home that afternoon. 
I felt for my flybox, my mucelyn and reviewed in my mind what I had 
.earned during the week. Snap the line out of the water -- stop the 
-)d at twelve o'clock -- hesitate - - hesitate some more, then snap 
:-e wrist forward, using shoulder and body; a gentle mend just as the 
: • floats to the surface -- and stop the rod at horizontal so that the 
: ' :orms a ninety-degree angle to the water a t the moment the fly 
<is.ses the surface. 

Once again my host said I should I,ish garden,spot A. Wit,h 
_ e more than an hour left, I resisted only slJghtly. ~ tIe? on a doC S 

":'~;per, applie d the mucelyn and stepped into th~ swIft river. lory 
::.e: "I-nos t 110 ""lnd . Concentrating on my techrllq\le , I began to cast 
c.c:-oss the river into the deep hole where I knew the fish lay. Still 
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the current gave me trouble -- catching my line and submerging the 
fly after only five feet of good float. I realized that I must fish more 
upstream. Shifting my feet cautiously, I made longer and longer false 
casts, to the ripples at the head of the hole. With the false casting, 
the fl y dr ie d completely, my mend worked and the hopper floated 
naturally to the surface. Coming downstream at the pace of the 
current wi th no drag from the line, the old Joe H. proved irresistible. 
With a sur prisingly small splash, a surpr isingly large rainbow slurped 
in Mr. Hopper and the fight was on! 

In stream fishing, my host had told me to keep the fish 
upstream so that 1t fights your rod and the current at the same time. 
If a trout gets by you downstream, and turns sideways to the current, 
a two pounder becomes a ten pounder, with the power to snap your 
leader . Fast footwork kept the fish above me. It leaped, again and 
again. Finally, the current and the rod took their toll and I was able 
to beach the fish in shallow water . My hands shook, probably from 
the cold, making it hard to remove the hook from the bony jaw. I 
stunned the trout and slid it into my creel. 

I replaced the bedraggled Joe Hopper with another, and 
bac k to the same spot. I had learned the same lesson that the 
Commisar family learned many years ago. Anybody can serve the 
same food, it is the presentation that adds the killing allure. Again I 
present ed a hopper at the head of the pool. It dropped softly to the 
ri pples and floated downstream. Again a disturbance on the surface, 
a nd my fly disappeared. The only difference, I now had a brown trout 
- - not qui te as large as the rainbow, bu t a rugged fighter. I beached 
him, the fly came loose, but I pounced before he could float back into 
t he river. He followed the rainbow into the creel. No catch and 
release here. 

My host appeared, having caught only small fish. In 
response to his question, I lifted the rainbow. He approved. 
Magnanimously, I suggested that he take over garden spot A, but he 
pointed out that there would be another day for him, and said our last 
effort should be down the river at another spot, one he ranked 
A-minus. Shamelessly, I took the lead and found the old fence which 
marked the southern boundary of the Wigwam where a tree stump on 
the shore created an eddy, and a large dark pool. I cast to the head 
of the pool and watched my fly float to the end, then I retrieved it -
several false casts and dropped it at the head of the pool again. 
After the third float, as I started to retrieve the fly, I looked back 
only to see that I had pulled 1t from the water, just out of the lunge 
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of a large, brown trout. The quick f lash of the vas~, golden-bro~n 
shoulder made me realize I had missed the best fIsh of the triP, 
Numerous casts failed to entice the fish , and the airplane would not 
wait. 

Epilogue 

Danny Nichols got the max imum sentence: twenty years 
a nd six months, to be served in an adul t pr ison. The jury found him 
guilty of kidnappIng and assault, but no t of fe lony murder. 

Don Nichols got eighty-f ive years, fo r ty-two of them to 
be se rved before he will be eligible fo r parole . At his age, he will 
never see Spanish Peaks again . 

Kari Swenson has resum ed full -time training, despite her 
reported pain and mental trauma. She neve r runs alone, and she has a 
guard dog. She is said to have regained a bout seventy percent of her 
former stability. 

Johnny France collaborate d on a book about the affair, 
Incident at 13ig Sky, which proved to be a big seller. I poached some 
of my material from the book. Folks in Madison County, however, 
li ked Johnny better when he was just a she riff -- not a media person 
with a hot-selling book. They turned him out of office in the next 
elec tion. 

My wife and r ate fresh trou t the next morning in 
Cincinnati. I preferred the rainbow. I think a bout that breakfast 
:x casionally, but more frequently I t hink ahout the brown tha t got 
~way, biding his time, deep in the Madison waiting for warm ~eather 
.. 'hen grasshoppers will again start making t he mis take of leaping too 
: ar and end up floating over his home. Will they be real? 




