
It makes a big difference where raindrops fall in Jefferson, New York. A few feet one way or the other determines 

whether they flow to the Atlantic Ocean by the northern route or the southern route. That is because Jefferson sits 

exactly at the peak of a geological ridge known as the Onondaga Escarpment. This natural wonder was formed 

millions of years ago by shifts in the earth’s crust and, later, erosion of it. Once a craggy cliff with huge rock 

outcroppings, it’s now a northerly slope, some places steep and some places gentle, running east and west and 

dividing New York State into two watersheds. Water flows either south through a series of creeks to the 

Susquehanna River then out to the Chesapeake Bay into the Atlantic, or north to the Chittenango River, Lake 

Ontario, then out the St. Lawrence River to the Atlantic.

When droplets land on Albany Street in Jefferson, they hesitate for just a fraction of a second deciding which way 

to flow—south or north— then off they go. Those that eventually travel north are the lucky ones. Their journey is 

unique; rivers that run north are far less common than those that run south.

The Iroquois, who inhabited the region since the beginning of time, recognized that the river was special for that 

reason. They named it Chittenango—where waters run north. The village of Jefferson lies along the shore of Heron 

Lake which is where the Chittenango originates as a small creek that is the outflow of Heron Lake. It gathers water 

through several tributaries on its journey north and is a sizeable river by the time it enters the Great Lake, Ontario.

For eons before Europeans arrived, the Chittenango River provided sustenance for the Iroquois in the form of 

Atlantic salmon. Every fall huge runs, millions of fish, swam upstream to spawn in shallow water where they were 

easily harvested by the Iroquois—an annual gift from The Creator. 

Nowadays, most of the Indian land has been swallowed up by the westward progress of white men. So much 

damage was done to the river by pollution, dams, and commercial fishing that the Atlantic salmon have all died out. 

Today there are salmon in the Chittenango, yes, but they are stockers—Pacific salmon, a whole different species, 

introduced for the sport fishermen after it was too late for the native Atlantics.

The few Iroquois who remain live on a handful of small reservations throughout the state. The Owahgena, a tiny 

offshoot of the Onondaga Iroquois nation, live on a mostly forgotten postage stamp-size piece of land along the 

western shore of the Chittenango River as it descends the escarpment headed north out of Jefferson. To this day, 

they adhere to the traditional ways to a greater degree than their more progressive brethren. The Owahgena are to 

the Iroquois as the Amish are to mainstream America. For the Owahgena, the Chittenango River is sacred.
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It was a perfect morning. Lute Crimshaw lumbered like an ol’ bear in knee-deep water a few feet from shore. The 

current was light, so he turned to let the first rays of sunshine warm his broad shoulders. Moments like these 

reminded him of why the Owahgena considered the Chittenango River sacred. To the east the sun was on the 

horizon sending an explosion of red and gold into the sky. The air held the scent of a promising day. Lute had three 

nice brown trout in his creel. He needed four, two for himself and two for Otsi, his blue tick hound. 

Lute heard a splash and an Indian curse. He turned just in time to see Jimmy Silverheel regain his balance, narrowly 

avoiding a cold dip.

Lute’s features were coarse and worn from a lifetime of work in the weather. His jaw jutted like a bronze anvil. And 

even though his eyes were surrounded by deep creases, the humor in them was still there. He chuckled. “Keep your 

feet under you, buddy.” 

     “The bottom is slippery through here, is all.”

     “Like you never waded this river before. How many have you got?”

     “I’m moving over to the sandbar. Two.”

     “Good, because I have three and the one that just rose over there behind that rock is going to be number four.” 

Lute and Jimmy were Owahgena, born and raised on the reservation. They were in their forties now, best of friends, 

and had fished the Chittenango River their whole lives. They knew it like the back of their hands.

     “Uh-huh,” Jimmy said, without much faith.

Lute stripped line off his reel, preparing for a long cast. “I’m telling you.”

Jimmy scowled and mumbled something like, “Big talker.”
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Lute lifted the tip of his fly rod and began a series of smooth, rhythmic casts. His line glistened as it sailed back and 

forth making S-curves over his head. 

When Lute let the fly settle into a pool below a rock the size of a bushel basket, its touch-down was natural enough 

to fool any trout. There it sat, bobbing on the surface.

     “I don’t see much happening,” Jimmy said, making a point.

     “Keep watching.”

 

Lute let the fly sit for one or two more heartbeats then he flipped his rod tip just enough to make the fly twitch. The 

water below it exploded as a brown trout rose for its last meal.

On shore, Otsi, who had been gnawing happily on a knucklebone that Lute had given him to keep him busy, lifted his 

head when he heard his master whoop. 

     “Here comes breakfast,” Lute yelled over his shoulder to his dog.

Jimmy groused, “Total bull crap.”

Both men laughed the way they had a hundred times before.

Lute played the fish, exaggerating his effort and telling Jimmy to watch how the fish was bending the rod tip. “This 

one’s a fighter!” When he had the fish close enough, he hooked his finger under a gill and lifted it for Jimmy to see. 

     “Two pounds, I’d say. Nice eating size. What do you think?”

     “I’ve seen better.”

     “Come on,” Lute said, trying to draw out a compliment.

     “Forget it. Bragger.”
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Lute waded to the bank and held the trout down to Otsi’s level. The black and white speckled hound brought his 

nose up and gave it a sniff, then wagged his tail.

     

     “See there, Jimmy?” he teased his friend. “Otsi thinks it’s a good fish.”

Jimmy was a full fifty pounds smaller than Lute, and wiry. He cut through the water like a knife as he waded to 

shore. “One lies and the other swears to it. I’ll clean the fish.”

     “Darn right, you will. That’s the rule; he who catches the fewest fish, cleans them.”

     “Oh, right. It’s been so long since you beat me. I forgot.”

     “Uh-huh. I’ll start the fire.”

Lute retrieved a thermos of coffee and a bag of corn muffins from his pickup and, within a half hour, the two men 

and Otsi were enjoying a riverside breakfast.

Lute knelt on the ground and picked through Otsi’s fish removing as many bones as he could. “Better than that ol’ 

knucklebone, right buddy? Chew carefully,” he told the dog, fully aware that he was wasting his breath. “I may have 

missed a few of the bones.”

As expected, Otsi ignored Lute’s instructions and dove in.

Jimmy sat on his favorite stump. He let his eyes drift over the scene—blue morning light, mist on the water blurring 

the bridge in the distance. The only sounds were those of nature. He took in a deep breath then exhaled a 

contented sigh. “How long have we been doing this?”

     “You’ve perched your ass on that stump off and on ever since we were old enough to fish. How long is that?”

     

     “Longer than I want to think about.” Jimmy went silent for another second, then said, “You can’t beat it.”

 

Lute brushed a blackfly off his ear. “I guess The Creator knew what He was doing.”
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Jimmy’s eyes went to the opposite bank and his expression darkened. “The Euros wouldn’t let anybody build a strip 

joint next door to one of their churches, right? So how come they can build that monstrosity next to our river? I 

mean, just look at their sign, for Chrisake. The fish on it makes me want to puke.”

Lute smothered a laugh at his friend’s analogy. He knew without looking that Jimmy was staring at the construction 

site on the far bank, the future Northern Lights Resort. And he knew Jimmy was serious. “Yeah, you’re right.”

     “How are we going to stop them?”

     “Pegger will figure something out,” Lute said, his voice confident. Less so, he added, “I hope.”

     “He’s your nephew, and I mean no disrespect. I think the world of Pegger, you know that. But he’s one Indian 

against that whole pack of bean-counting white bastards. And he’s running out of time.”

     “He’s up to it.”

Jimmy smacked a blackfly on his neck then flicked it off his fingertips. “Damn flies are nasty today.” He stood and 

stretched, rolling his shoulders under his plaid flannel shirt. “I guess I’ll head back,” he said without much enthusiasm. 

“I’ve got things to do.”

Lute nodded. He was pretty sure Jimmy didn’t have much going on, but he didn’t argue. “Otsi and I are right behind 

you. I’ll catch up with you later at…”

Lute’s words were cut off by the sound of a rifle. Then Jimmy’s head exploded like a pumpkin at a target range. His 

body held upright for a second, then wilted to the ground.

The impossibility of the event paralyzed Lute. Confused, he stared at his friend for a long second, then he went into 

panic mode. He scrambled to cover behind the stump. Two more shots fired. One made a whistling sound as it flew 

over his head. He did not know where the other one went—until he heard Otsi cry out.
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