
 WHITE RIVER  
THROWDOWN 

BY JIM GEBHART 

A White River brown trout 

The 24 inch brown completely cleared the 
water, chasing an emerging caddis fly, 45 
feet from the boat.  Robert, who was 
already in his back cast, immediately  sent 
his double nymph rig, 8 inches upstream and 
in front of the fish as it re-entered the water.  
The take was immediate and the trout was 
out of the water again, this time due to the 
nymph stuck in her upper jaw.  

He fought the strong brown as 
we continued drifting down 
the river. Robert lifted the large 
trout from the net, smiling as 
the sun illuminated the brown 
spots against the golden yellow 
scales and bluish shoulders of 
the fish. 
     This was the second day of 
an invitation-only tournament 
on the White River, near Cotter, 
Arkansas.  Twelve anglers were 
invited to participate.  Ron 
Lesseraux and Mark Yamasaki 
of Region Fishing did most of 
the work organizing the event 
and were sponsors, along with 
SD Cigars and On the Fly 
Magazine.  Participants came 
from the East Coast, West 
Coast, Gulf Coast, Wyoming 
and Colorado. The first day that 
everyone arrived, 5 inches of 
rain fell on the area.  Driving in, 
I groaned to myself when I 
crossed the Little Red River and 
then the Buffalo River, both 
blown out and muddy, roiling 
over their banks.  I hated to 
think that I drove 9 hours just 
to over-indulge in bourbon and 
cigars. I could have 
accomplished that back in 
Houston.  And then I crossed  
the White River.  It was clear  
 
 
 

greenish, seemingly unaffected 
by the torrent of rain that had 
just passed through. 
      The White River is born 
from springs in the Boston 
Mountains of Northwest 
Arkansas and travels north into 
Missouri, before looping south 
again into Arkansas.  It is 
impounded by 8 dams on its 
720 mile stretch to the 
Mississippi River.  One of the 
eight, Bull Shoals Dam, was 
finished and dedicated in 1951.  
Built for hydroelectricity 
production and flood control, a 
by-product of the dam is the 
incredible tail water trout 
fishery that was created when 
the river below Bull Shoals 
Dam changed from a lazy tepid 
stream to a productive cold 
water trout factory. Trout were 
first introduced in 1955 to 
offset the loss of the warm 
water fishery. Water emerging 
from the dam is a consistently 
in the mid 40 degrees.  The 
clean, clear water produces 
incredible amounts of 
productive habitat for 
minnows, crustaceans, sculpin 
and aquatic insects.  
 
 
 
 



The limestone bed is broken up 
with gravel and vegetated areas.  
The river, very wide in some 
areas consists of long deep runs, 
shallow riffles (shoals), pocket 
water and just about any 
combination and type of water 
imaginable.  Although rainbow 
and brown trout are the 
dominant species in the river, 
large brook and cutthroat also 
swim in the White. 
     Wade fishing is done on the 
White, but extra caution is 
required due to fluctuations in 
water levels.  A moderate 
current can change into an un-
wadeable  torrent with little 
warning, when release volumes 
are increased at the dam.  Much 
of the fishing is done from 
fiberglass jon boats equipped 
with 40 hp jet-drive outboards 

and oars. The jet-drive 
outboards move the boats 
quickly through the shallow 
riffles and large rocks, while the 
oars allow controlled drifts 
through the varied runs and 
riffles. 
 The tournament rules were 
very simple. We utilized the Fish 
Tourney App to track all catches 
with a point system: Rainbow 1 
point, Cutthroat 1 point, Brown 
3 points, Tiger 2 points, and  
Brook 2 point.  Any fish over 18 
inches is worth a bonus 5 points. 
The phone app allows everyone 
to keep track of their score and 
see other participants points. 
 The first day of the tournament 
I was paired with George 
Sylvestre, an accomplished 
guide and casting instructor 
from Massachusetts.  After a big 

night of smokes and bourbon, 
he was annoyingly bright-eyed 
and focused on the day's 
activities. .  I attribute that to his 
military training and his all 
around good nature.  He and I 
were blessed to be assigned to 
fishing guide, Captain Larry 
McNair.  Larry, a retired high 
school basketball coach, has 
been guiding on the White for a 
number of years. We departed 
Cranor’s White River Lodge, our 
base for the tournament, 
promptly at 8:00 AM as the 
morning mist was rising off the 
river.  Larry claims to have been 
at the dam dedication ceremony 
where he watched President 
Eisenhower preside over the 
festivities.   That is how well he 
knows this area. 

The main room of Cranor’s White River Lodge. 
Photo by Jim Gebhart 





We were heading 
up to the dam to begin our day 
on the water.  A bald eagle 
soared above us as we passed 
lodges and private homes on the 
banks and then an eagles nest 
high above the river in a dead 
tree.  Twenty minutes later the 
immense dam came into view as 
we rounded a bend in the river.  
Water streamed from gates on 
the side of the 256 foot high 
structure, creating a strong 
current that immediately pushed 
the jon boat downstream when 
Larry shut down his outboard 
and manned the oars. 
     George and I quickly cast our 
double nymph rigs into seams in 
the current and watched our 
indicators drift with the boat.  
Not much mending was required 
on those drifts.  We could easily 
see the bottom structure in the 
extremely clear water, rocks 
stumps and vegetation.  After 
the second short drift with no 
hits, Larry suggested we move to 
water further downstream, 
closer to where he was catching 
brown trout the previous day. 
 Our first drift, along a seam no 
more than 30 feet from the 
bank, began producing right 
away.  Being a streamer fanatic, 
I had mentioned to Larry my 
desire to throw some crawfish 
imitation flies.  He diplomatically 
redirected me, basically saying if 
I want to win the tournament, I 
better use a double nymph 
dropper. Following his lead, I 
hooked a nice brown, just shy of 
18 inches on our first drift.  
George soon hooked up also and  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
we began scoring points.  We 
were catching mainly browns in 
this stretch of water, with the 
occasional rainbow. 
 We fished constantly, not really 
stopping for lunch.  We ate 
between runs, either to new 
spots or back to the top of a run 
for a repeat.  The river soon 
became crowded with boats, 
some with people that were 
courteous and knew how to 
position their drifts and others 
that were anchoring in odd 
places or running too close while 
we were fishing.  All scoring 
stopped at 3:00 PM and we 
were bushed. 
 At the end of the first day the 
top four fisherman were Robert 
Holt -73 points, Jim Gebhart - 
65, George Sylvestre - 58, and 
Joe Vernarsky - 47.  Everyone 
had caught fish.  Some of us 
were luckier than others.  There 
was only one thing to do at the  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
end of the first day, drink 
bourbon, smoke cigars, eat great  
food, prepared by the lodge and 
talk smack.  Technically, that's 
four things but many of us did all 
four simultaneously. 
 The next day dawned with a 
chill and a foggy river.  The boat 
assignments had been shuffled, 
as well as the boat partners.  By 
chance, Robert Holt and I were 
partnered up in the same boat, 
first and second in the 
tournament. 
 I don't think I have met many 
folks, if any, fishier than Robert 
Holt.  I heard that he spent 300 
days on the water in the 
previous 12 months.  He 
probably would have fished 
more days, but had to recover 
from COVID enough to get back 
on the water.   George was 
partnered with Mark Yamaski, 
another fishy gentleman and 
Joltin' Joe Vernarsky, who  regu- 
 
 
 Opposite:  Robert Holt pointing out why he is in the lead.  Above: A rainbow with a proper hook set.   
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larly catches large trout on the 
White, was partnered with Rusty 
Frishmuth. 
     Robert and I were assigned to 
Captain Richard Woodhall.  At 
Robert's suggestion we ran up to 
the dam, where we spent most 
of the day.  Robert had a very 
successful day in that area 
yesterday, so we decided to 
focus on what was a successful 
strategy for him.  We began 
hooking up right away.  First 
Robert with an oversize rainbow 
and then me.  Did I mention that 
Robert is the founder, along with 
his lovely wife, of SD Cigars?  
Robert offered up a fine 
breakfast cigar to toast our 
continued success.  We fired up 
and continued our successful 
drifts and racking up points.  I 
had not smoked cigars for  
nearly a year before meeting the 
gang in Arkansas and had a very 
light breakfast.  Needless to say, 
all of a sudden I got a bit dizzy  
 

and unsteady, standing in the 
drifting boat.  And, my casts fell 
apart as I lurched about.  Now all 
of a sudden, my solid hook sets 
were not so solid.  3-4 times I 
hooked a 20+ inch fish on the 
first nymph, only to lose it and 
snag the fish with the trailing 
nymph.  Of course, that is 
technically a snag and after 
some long battles with big fish, 
we released them with no points 
scored. 
    Robert continued to rack up 
the points.  George passed me 
and others were closing in on 
the top three contestants.  I 
guess Robert saw me fading and 
insisted I drink one of his energy 
waters.  I gradually came back to 
life and began catching scorable 
fish again.  I think I briefly 
surpassed George, making it 
back to second place but ended 
up third as he passed me again 
just before 3:00 and the end of 
the tournament. 
     

Robert "smoked" us all with a 
score of 117 points.  George 
ended up at 89 points, one more 
than me.  Brian Carty and Mark 
had big second days and ended 
up with 84 and 80, respectively.  
It is funny, because I didn't 
intend to get wrapped up in the 
score and focused on winning 
the tournament.  But in all 
honesty, most everyone fishing 
in the tournament were hard 
core fly fishers.  George 
Sylvestre runs a guiding 
company, specializing in striper 
fishing out of Cape Cod.  Mark 
Yamasaki is one of the owners of 
Region Fishing Company and has 
caught many more permit than 
me.  It was a blessing to meet 
and fish with all that attended 
the good natured tournament. 
      The White River Throw down 
is already scheduled for 2022.  
Next year, I'll save my cigar 
smoking until after lunch... 
 
 

Drone shot of the  attendees 
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