Absent Army dads get their day, too
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Elizabeth Reich, 7, shares a high-five with her mom after reeling in a 

smallmouth bass Saturday at Pueblo Reservoir, aided by Sean Hinton, 

right.  (Post / Gehring)

Kooser looked over at his 12-year-old son, Jeffrey, who had fallen 

asleep. Kooser wondered if the soldier had any children. He wondered if 

they would get the chance to spend a day on a boat, having a good time, 

like he had just done with Jeffrey.

That day, about a year ago, Kooser, president of the Colorado Walleye 

Association, had a vision to take children from Fort Carson whose 

fathers are deployed to Iraq - or about to be deployed - for a day of 

fun on the lake. He asked his friend, retired Army Maj. Frank Weston, 

to arrange the military side.

At 7 a.m. Saturday, a bus arrived at the commissary parking lot on Fort 

Carson. A motley crew of 32 children, ages 3 to 16, had trouble 

standing still.

"You thought they were going to Disneyland," said Mark Browning, 

outreach coordinator for Fort Carson military housing. "I never saw so 

much excitement. 'Am I going to go swimming? Am I going to catch a big 

fish?' There was a lot of bragging going on. A lot of wishful thinking 

like, 'I'm going to catch the big one. I'm going to catch the Big 

Kahuna.' It sounded like they were going to drag home a big white."

After an hour's drive to Pueblo Reservoir, the anglers stood on the 

north shore of the water. The Colorado Walleye Association and the 

Colorado B.A.S.S. Federation had 23 boats ready to go. The youngsters 

were given brand-new poles, theirs to keep.

Tory Spiller, 12, fished with an old pro named Bill Shumaker, a 

Colorado Walleye Association member from Pueblo. She first snagged a 

small yellow perch.

"His name is Squirt," said Tory, whose father, 1st Sgt. Jon Spiller, is 

about to return to Iraq for his third tour.

The girl squeezed the wiggly fish in her hand for only a moment before 

it did the fish version of Hokey Pokey and wiggled back into the water. 

A few hours later, she nabbed the biggest catch of the day - a 14-pound 

carp.

Across the lake, Ryan Reich, 9, and Elizabeth Reich, 7 - with their 

mother, Lisa, watching - took casting lessons from Sean Hinton of 

Morrison, who is vice president of the Colorado B.A.S.S. Federation.

Their father, Maj. Ted Reich, is in Baqubah, Iraq. Before the family 

left for the fishing trip Saturday, Maj. Reich sent an e-mail: "Catch one for me."

For hours and hours, it would not come easily.

They trolled unsuccessfully along the shale banks of the reservoir.

"Here, fishy, fishy," called Lisa Reich.

The fish did not obey.

Lisa Reich tried singing.

"Big Fish, Big Fish. Watcha gonna do? Watcha gonna do when Elizabeth 

casts for you?"

Ryan, meanwhile, decided to try a different kind of bait.

"What do you want to try this time?" Hinton asked.

"Something lucky," Ryan said.

"That should be small mouth candy," Hinton said, attaching a zoom 

critter craw to the line.

"This looks like floss," Elizabeth said of her fishing line.

"Dental floss?" Hinton asked.

Warm in the Pueblo heat, Elizabeth decided to dangle her bare feet in 

the water.

"Can fish bite your toes?" she asked.

"They can," Hinton said. "They think they're little worms."

Elizabeth jerked her feet out of the water.

At 12:30 p.m., after four hours on the water, Elizabeth's line took a 

noticeable bend. She wrestled the 2-pounder, which tried to take cover 

under the boat, out of the water.

"Oh, Elizabeth, you got him!" Lisa said as the fish came out of the 

water.

"Holy cow, he's slimy," Elizabeth said as she touched the fish.

Hinton told Elizabeth she had to give the fish a kiss, just like Jimmy Houston - the legendary bass fisherman - does.

"I'll kiss it if you do," Hinton said.

Elizabeth gave the fish a quick peck.

"Give me five," Hinton said. "Good job."

She tossed it back into the water.

"Mom," Elizabeth asked. "When we get home, can I tell Daddy?"
By Erin Emery

Denver Post Staff Writer
