
HAUNTED BY WATERS

By BRETT FRENCH

Inside Jerry O’Connell’s wedding ring is a slightly altered inscription excerpted from the famous

novella “A River Runs Through It,” in which the Blackfoot River is featured prominently.

The last lines in the book read: “Eventually, all things merge into one, and a river runs through it.

The river was cut by the world’s great flood and runs over rocks from the basement of time. On

some of the rocks are timeless raindrops. Under the rocks are the words, and some of the words
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are theirs.

“I am haunted by waters.”

“That’s just one of the many reasons I love that woman,” O’Connell said.

Deborah, his wife, had one of these memorable lines changed to “and some of the words are ours”

for his wedding band.

The Blackfoot region and its lore is that important to the Montana transplant who is the founder

and executive director of the Big Blackfoot Riverkeeper, a nonprofit grassroots environmental

organization dedicated to the protection and preservation of the river. O’Connell even lives along

the Blackfoot’s banks, about 40 miles northeast of Missoula, on a ranchette where his horse’s

claim to fame is that it was once ridden by Prince William’s bodyguard when the prince spent time

Jerry O’Connell, a tour guide on the Blackfoot River and founder and executive director of the Big Blackfoot Riverkeeper,

fishes on a spot on the river he says is one where the MacLean family would often fish and is included in the novella “A

River Runs Through It.” Photo by Michael Gallacher
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in the area.

O’Connell, 68, first became enthralled with the area and its people while hitchhiking through in

1986 on his way to take a solo backpacking trip into the Bob Marshall Wilderness. In 1992, he

moved from New England to the Blackfoot Valley seasonally until making a permanent jump in

2000.

Over the past six years, he has developed a side business providing tours of the river. This past

summer, he led participants in a Norman Maclean writing conference on an exploration of some

of the places featured in “A River Runs Through It.” He’s also spoken to school groups and

teachers.

Although Maclean’s book may draw people from around the world to the Blackfoot River and its

peaceful pools and ragged cliffs, O’Connell attempts to impart a larger sense of the place in his

talks – its geology, American Indian and Lewis and Clark Expedition history, as well as the stories

made famous by Maclean.

“There’s so much history in this area – Glacial Lake Missoula, the Lewis and Clark Trail – and it’s

all woven into the fabric of this whole region,” he said.



Geologically, the Blackfoot River valley was carved by an incredible event, he noted.

As Maclean writes, “The river was cut by the world’s great flood and runs over rocks from the

basement of time.” His reference is to Glacial Lake Missoula, which about 12,000 years ago

covered much of western Montana’s valleys — including the Blackfoot — with an estimated 2,000

feet of water.

When the glaciers damming the Clark Fork River and creating the lake broke loose, the massive

waterway — which was the size of lakes Erie and Ontario combined — blasted a biblical flood

across Washington and into the Pacific Ocean in roughly three days. During that time, the water

carved the Columbia, Clark Fork and Blackfoot river gorges.

“In the process, it made a mess out of this place,” O’Connell said. “Icebergs came charging down

this valley. Some made it to the ocean. Some got stuck and you can still see their footprints in the

valley where they shed boulders from all kinds of rocks from Canada and all around.”

O’Connell is animated in his talks, pointing and gesturing for effect when necessary, his voice

Natalie Ulicny of Cleveland, Ohio, fishes the Blackfoot River in the last light of the day. Photo by Tommy Martino
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rising and falling to add emphasis, tone and mood. It’s clear from his conversation that even

though he may have said the words and told the tales many times, he’s still fascinated by the

place and its history.

 

Western explorer Meriwether Lewis also journeyed along the Blackfoot River Valley on his way

back from the Pacific Ocean. Lewis and his crew were guided by Salish Indians.

“They were following a historic route known as the Road to the Buffalo,” O’Connell said. But the

valley was guarded by what he referred to as “the bad-asses of the Northern Great Plains — the

Blackfeet.” And when the Salish saw remnants of a Blackfeet war party, they left Lewis and his

men to their own devices.

“There are still sections of the old trail that you can see, and travois marks, going across my

property,” O’Connell said. It’s believed Lewis’ party camped not far from O’Connell’s home. He half-

heartedly fumes that a teacher “bent over and picked up the most beautiful arrowhead,” just lying

atop the ground, at a 200-year-old campsite he had visited many times. Why couldn’t that have

happened to him? he wondered aloud.

In his journal, Lewis took note of the irregular country, a relic of the glacial age’s deposition of

huge mounds of gravel, when he referred to one area as the “field of bumps,” O’Connell noted.

Later, Lewis crossed out that entry and renamed it “the prairie of knobs.”

 

Just as intriguing as the ancient and aged tales are O’Connell’s stories about some of the more

recent characters of the valley and unusual incidents.

For example, a 13-year-old Prince William — the future king of England — once spent time at a

nearby guest ranch to escape the paparazzi during his mother and father’s notorious divorce.

O’Connell said there’s a photo of the young prince, hanging in one of the ranch’s buildings,

showing him suspended from a nail in a tree by his T-shirt collar while being doused with a garden

hose — the punishment for not cleaning his cabin.



Or the cantankerous landowner who disliked trespassers so much that he once chained and

padlocked the axle of an unwelcome visitor’s truck and even blew up a culvert to prevent another

person from leaving.

At age 93, the curmudgeon died and was buried with his twin Colt .45 pistols clutched in his

hands, arms folded across his chest, a bottle of whiskey near his body, O’Connell said.

 

The River Bend Day Use Area, downstream from O’Connell’s home, is where he believes one of the

longest sections of “A River Runs Through It” takes place — when Maclean goes fishing with his

father and brother, Paul, for the last time.

“Obviously it was a big day, because it takes up 34 pages in a book that’s only about 160-some

pages,” he said. “It really is a remarkable stretch of water.”

Maclean describes it this way: “On the Big Blackfoot River above the mouth of Belmont Creek the

banks are fringed by large ponderosa pines. In the slanting sun of late afternoon the shadows of

great branches reached from across the river, and the trees took the river in their arms. The

shadows continued up the bank, until they included us.”

Two springs ago, O’Connell was fishing with his wife in a pool just below the access site when he

hooked a 14-inch rainbow trout. He was just reaching down to grab the fish when out of the

depths of the pool surged a bull trout that latched onto the rainbow.

He called to his wife to shoot a photo of the incredible struggle at the end of his fly line when a 27-

inch bull trout rocketed up to grab onto the other bull trout and rainbow. Mouth agape, O’Connell

watched as the tussling trout disappeared into the deep water.

Cranking on his reel, he was able to recover one of the fish — the 27-inch bull trout — which

somehow in the midst of the fray had become hooked by O’Connell’s tiny Hare’s Ear Nymph fly.

Although fishermen’s stories are notoriously confabulated, O’Connell noted that he has a photo

and a witness to back up his incredible tale.

Living in such a notorious region, living a life he once only dreamed of, O’Connell feels a deep

connection to the Blackfoot River, fly fishing, Norman Maclean and his book. Maybe not so
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surprising is the fact that although O’Connell has emblazoned his dedication to the area and

Maclean’s novella on his wedding band, others have taken it a step further.

He met a Swedish angler on Facebook three years who had the book’s very last line, “I am haunted

by waters,” tattooed in 4-inch-tall Gothic letters across his torso. O’Connell was so impressed that

he invited the man to visit him, despite his Hells Angels motorcycle gang looks.

“I was telling my wife I’ve invited this guy to stay at my house and showed her the picture and she

was horrified,” O’Connell said, especially when the Swede took him up on the offer.

Turns out the guy was a rock musician who runs an Orvis-endorsed fly shop in Sweden and is also

an expert on whiskey. O’Connell took him to the same pool where he’d caught the bull trout, along

with his wife and the Swede’s friend, and all four of them hooked a trout almost simultaneously.

“It was just a legendary experience,” he said. “It was really cool.”
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