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O’Dell Creek: A Legacy of Restoration and Reflection

It was a cold and gloomy morning on September 5, 2015. Maybe nature was foreshadowing
the future, but [ was ignorant of what was to come. My father, Alex, and I were on our way
to go fly fishing at O’Dell Creek.

O’Dell Creek is an incredible spring creek and wetland tributary to the Madison River. For
thousands of years, nourishing the Madison. In the mid-1800s, things changed. Ranchers
arrived and built irrigation ditches to provide water for cattle and crops. Over time, through
decades of poor management, the creek once teaming with life became still. Vegetation
died, banks eroded, animals fled, and fish populations dwindled. In the early 2000s, two
men—my father and Jeff Laszlo, the owner of Granger Ranches—started discussing an
audacious idea: restoring O’Dell Creek. Over several years, a friendship formed, and
partnerships were built to take on this monumental task. In 2005, a conservation easement
was placed on Granger Ranch, setting the stage for restoring over 6,000 acres of wetland.
Over the next 18 years, O’Dell Creek and its wetlands saw an incredible resurgence.
Meandering once again, the creek provides habitat for waterfowl, migratory birds, and fish
escaping the increasingly warm waters of the Madison.

By 2015, just a decade after the restoration efforts began, the transformation of O’Dell
Creek was undeniable. An hour and fifteen minutes after leaving our house in Bozeman, my
father and I arrived at the old wooden arch marking the entrance to the O’Dell Creek section
of the ranch. Its weathered cracks a testament to the passage of time. We drove through and
began the slow climb toward the bluff overlooking the creek and wetland before descending
into the lush valley below. Once at the bottom, it felt as though we had entered an entirely
different world. The dry, parched landscape we’d passed, painted in hues of yellow and
brown from the summer heat, was replaced by the vibrant green of the riparian area. The
vegetation stretched across the valley in sharp contrast to the surrounding dryness. Reaching
the bottom, we turned off the music, rolled down the windows, and let nature’s sounds fill
the air: the gentle burbling of the creek and the soft rustling of the wind through the grasses.
We savored the peacefulness.

After parking, we quickly set up our rods, tied on our flies, and wandered towards the creek.
Though fishing at O’Dell Creek required some skill, it was usually an easy place to fish,
with very few allowed to fish it year-round. But this day was different. The breeze had
picked up, making casting difficult. The fish weren’t rising. Wind knots became a common
occurrence, forcing me to retie over and over. The more I retied, the more frustrated I
became, and the more mistakes I made. Eventually, I lost it. I screamed, “FUCK! I’'m done!
This sucks!” In my moment of frustration, my dad tried to comfort me. “Hey, it’s okay.
Let’s just fish this last bend, and we can be done.” I sighed irritably, “Fine...” and off he
went, making his way toward the bend.



As I watched my father, everything slowed down. The wind had calmed. All I could hear
was the soft flow of water and the delicate sound of my father’s casting. After a few false
casts, he gently laid down his fly. It rested on the surface as we watched it drift along the
bank, and then—BAM, fish on. A smile crept over my face, and in that moment, all my
angst lifted. He reeled it in, we took a picture, laughed, and left for home in higher spirits.

Three months later, my dad passed away after a long battle with cancer. On that day, had I
known it would be the last time I spent fishing with him, I might have embraced it
differently—more patiently, more appreciatively. But I didn’t. Part of me regrets this, and I
sometimes ruminate. Why hadn’t I been nicer? Why couldn’t I just enjoy the moment? Yet,
I know this experience, and my father, reinforced the importance of slowing down—taking
the time to interact with nature, value its grace and beauty, and appreciate what I have each
day.



