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This book is dedicated to my mother and friend,

Martha Louise Greenlaw.









“The winters drive you crazy, and the fishing’s hard and slow,
You’re a damned fool if you stay, but there’s no better place to go …”


—GORDON BOK,
FROM HIS SONG “THE HILLS OF ISLE AU HAUT”







NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
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I am presently in the midst of my fifth lobster-fishing season, which ranks me among the amateurs, as opposed to the professionals who have been thinking like lobsters for fifty years or better. I’ve learned enough to give the appearance of knowing what I’m doing, as I go through the motions of setting and hauling traps, but do not yet consider what I’m doing fishing. The season chronicled in this book is my season, filled with personal observations, reflections, and opinions that represent only Linda Greenlaw. If each of the twelve active commercial lobstermen on the Island were to write a book about a particular lobster season, there would be a dozen very different accounts. (The only thing they would all share, though, would be much talk about the difficulties in making ends meet. In order to reflect that, I have omitted mentioning the improvement in my own financial status that followed the publication of my first and only other book, an event that occurred several seasons into my lobstering career.) And although I have used real names in most instances throughout, I have taken the liberty of composite characters in a few cases, and have changed a couple of names and dates and details in others, not to protect the innocent, but in hope of being allowed to remain on the Island after publication. I have also played with the chronology from time to time. While this book tells of a typical season of lobstering, the season it chronicles would prove to be unlike any I would ever experience. It would start normally enough, but would become a season when I would reexamine all I ever thought I knew about myself, life, and lobsters.





LOBSTERS
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In terms of status, the lobster has come a long way. Homarus americanus, or the Maine lobster, ascended from humble fare to fodder fit for royal banquets in a relatively short one hundred years, a true success story. Prior to the nineteenth century, only widows, orphans, and servants ate lobster. And in some parts of New England, serving lobster to prison inmates more than once a week was forbidden by law, as doing so was considered cruel and unusual punishment.


Lobsters are Arthropoda, the phylum whose membership includes insects and spiders. Although lobsters are highly unsightly, the sweet, salty, sensual delight of a claw dipped into drawn butter more than compensates for the lobster’s cockroachlike appearance and the work involved in extracting meat from shell. Yet in spite of prestige and high standing, the fishermen of Isle au Haut still refer to them as “bugs.”


Isle au Haut (pronounced I-LA-HOE) is a small inhabited island off the coast of Maine in an area regarded as “the lobster capital of the world,” Penobscot Bay. In a lobster fishing community such as Isle au Haut, the calendar year can be best described as a two-season system: the lobster season and the off-season. Because this is true of all fishing communities up and down the coast, and because residents rarely refer to their home by name, Isle au Haut will be referred to throughout this book as simply “the Island.”


Friends fear the exploitation of our Island, and worry that any mention of its name will result in increased traffic to our precious and quiet rock. However, many travel articles in magazines and newspapers (not to mention television features) have run over the years, all touting the wonders of various aspects of life and events on Isle au Haut, and all this attention has thankfully failed to transform us into the dreaded Coney Island. So I suppose I should be flattered that my friends think it possible that my readership might do just that. Oh, I admit that years ago, when I read a Parade magazine article about the Island’s three Quinby children, who the journalist claimed were all geniuses, I briefly feared that every parent on the planet desiring gifted, talented, exceptional offspring might attempt to move here, hoping that this concentration of brains might be the result of something in the air, or the water, rather than of Quinby genes. Happily, nobody came.


Still, as a way of placating my nervous friends, family, and neighbors, I want to make it clear that in addition to the reasons stated above, I am calling Isle au Haut “the Island” because it really is representative of any piece of land surrounded by water that is inhabited by hardworking, independent people, most of whom are lobstermen. If by any chance, in the course of reading this book, you should fall in love with, or become consumed with curiosity about Maine island life, I promise you that visiting Mount Desert Island, Bailey Island, or Monhegan will surely satisfy both lust and curiosity. People there welcome tourism. They have hotels and restaurants. We have nothing.


Well, not exactly nothing. The list of what we do have is shorter than that of what we do not have, and those of us who choose to live here do so because of the length of both lists. We have what I believe could be the smallest post office in the country, and a privately owned boat contracted to haul U.S. mail on and off Island. We currently have forty-seven full-time residents, half of whom I am related to in one way or another. (Family trees in small-town Maine are often painted in the abstract. The Green-laws’ genealogy is best described in a phrase I have heard others use: “the family wreath.”) We have one general store, one church, one lighthouse, a one-room schoolhouse for grades K through eight, a town hall that seconds as the school’s gymnasium, three selectmen, a fishermen’s co-op, 4,700 rugged acres of which 2,800 belong to Acadia National Park, and 13 miles of bad road. And we have lobsters.


We do not have a Kmart, or any other mart. We have no movie theater, roller rink, arcade, or bowling alley. Residents can’t get manicured, pedicured, dry-cleaned, massaged, hot-tubbed, facial-ed, permed, tinted, foiled, or indoor tanned. We have neither fine dining nor fast food. There is no Dairy Queen, Jiffy Lube, newspaper stand, or Starbucks. There is no bank, not even an ATM. No cable TV, golf course, movie theater, gym, museum, art gallery … Well, you get the picture.


Lobster season for most of us on the Island begins in early May and ends around the first of December. Some fishermen extend or shorten on either end, but in general, we have a seven-month fishing season, and five months of off-season. Each lobster season is typical only in that it is different from every preceding span of seven months in which lobsters have been fished. There are trends, patterns, and habits that are observed by every generation, but each individual season has its own quirks, ebbs, and flows of cooperative crustaceans. Still, there seems to be in the fishermen’s credo a tendency to be amazed that the lobsters this season are not acting the way they did last season. And each season every fisherman will attempt to think and reason like a lobster in hopes of anticipating their next move. A lobster’s brain is smaller and simpler (in relation to its body mass) than that of nearly any other living thing in which some form of brain resides. So some fishermen are better suited for this game than others. I am not ashamed to admit that I am not among the best lobster fishermen on the Island.


Although the individual members are for the most part hardy, the year-round community on the Island is fragile. This winter’s population of forty-seven people is down from seventy residents just two years ago. There are multiple threats to the survival of the community, most notably ever-increasing land values, corresponding property taxes, and extremely limited employment opportunities. The Island, for most of us, is more than a home. It is a refuge. What seems to sustain the community as a whole is lobster. Every year-round family is affected by an abundance or scarcity of income generated by hauling and setting lobster traps. Other than the fact that we all live on this rock, our only common bond is lobster. Island fishermen are presently enjoying the presumed tail end of a lobster heyday, a boom that has endured several seasons of tens of thousands of traps fished and yearly predictions by biologists of sure and pending doom. Our own little piece of America hangs on by a thread to the fate of the lobster.


A small community bears a heavy load. Elderly Islanders move to the mainland when isolated life becomes too strenuous. Why do we not care for our old folks? Small-town politics creates rifts and scars so deep that some individuals, in fact entire families, have found reason to seek opportunity off-Island. Some who remain are nearly hermits, reclusive family units, couples, and individuals preferring seclusion. Man-made problems are inherent in Island life. Yet in our minds, all boils down to the lobster.


Lobsters are tangible. Lobsters become the scapegoat, or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that all threats to our ability to catch lobsters become scapegoats. We have no control over Mother Nature, so she is the easiest target. A major storm could wipe us out, boats and gear gone. Disease has been held responsible for catastrophic lobster-kills throughout the fishery’s history. Runoff of chemicals and insecticides has devastated stocks in distant grounds quite recently. I moved back to the Island for many reasons, one of which was my desire to make a living fishing for lobster. Upon my return, it became abundantly clear that the greatest hindrance to my happiness and financial welfare would be what all Islanders perceive as the most palpable threat to our livelihoods: the overfishing of our Island’s fishing grounds by outsiders. The threat from mainland lobstermen was both real and present, and was increasing exponentially with each new season. It dwarfed any threat Mother Nature had recently made. At the time of my joining the game, it was clear that the situation would culminate in war.





LAUNCHING
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Too warm to fall and hug the ground, yet too cool to rise, the steam hung in the air, a condensed mist as thick as melted pearls. “Pea soup,” that’s what old-timers would call this wet, raw oyster world of fog. No, I thought, as I made my way down the dock, this was not carl Sandburg’s fog that came in “on little cat feet.” This fog had arrived in Stonington, Maine, driving a Mack truck. Although eighteen-wheelers are rarely seen winding through Stonington’s narrow streets, fog is a frequent visitor. Stonington is the capital, as it were, of Deer Isle, which is connected to the mainland by a bridge and is, for us Islanders, mainland, too. It is where I store my boat off-season.


Fog is usually associated in books and films with suspense, but there wasn’t any mystery surrounding my activity this afternoon. I would soon climb aboard my just-launched lobster boat, the Mattie Belle, and head back to the Island as I had every spring since leaving, four years ago, a boat called the Hannah Boden and a seventeen-year career of chasing swordfish around the North Atlantic. I slung two garbage bags full of clothes over the rail and onto the deck of my 35-foot Duffy, where they came to rest with two consecutive “plops.” Weren’t these the same two bags filled with the same stinking clothes that I had reluctantly stevedored off of the Hannah Boden? It seemed like just yesterday that I decided to move home to the Island and back in with my parents. Hadn’t I desired a simpler life? I had certainly achieved that goal, I thought. But now I wondered about the goal I had set. I had not come ahead very far in the years since I had given up offshore fishing. I now stepped from the dock onto the deck of my most valued possession, a toy compared to the massive Hannah Boden, and one that I shared with the bank. Other than two bags of old clothes and some fishing gear, I owned nothing outright. I had not accumulated any “stuff,” but realized that being unmateri-alistic was a situational virtue, not a heartfelt belief.


I remembered vividly how awkward and sad I felt four years ago as I watched the 100-foot, state-of-the-art Hannah Boden, which I had come to refer to as “my boat,” leave without me as I stood on the dock in Gloucester. I had chosen to leave the Hannah Boden to do my own thing, but the steps from Gloucester to Stonington had been littered with second thoughts. Now fully immersed in Island life after four seasons, I felt as I had when heading offshore from the very first dock, the very first time: apprehension, anticipation, hope, optimism, and the allure of record-breaking catches … they seduced the fisherman in me every time! If I did well enough this season, I thought, I would buy a piece of land on the Island. Then I would at last be fully vested in this life that I had so carefully planned.


Other than out at sea, the Island was the only place I had ever felt at home. It made sense. Boats and islands have much in common, and whatever quirks and peculiarities made me fit for, and happy with, a life on the ocean would quite naturally be requisite for me to thrive as an Islander. Although all supplies, U.S. mail, and electrical power via underwater cable come to us from the mainland, there is no bridge connecting the Island to Stonington. In fact, the 7 miles of salt water separating the two reinforce those traits of independence and self-sufficiency that are necessary for all Islanders and fishermen.


I have never been a stranger to hard work. Nonfishermen often express a notion of what they imagine commercial fishing to be, which is ultimately romantic. But the truth is, the fun, adventure, excitement, and beauty that you do experience make up a fairly small percentage of the whole. Admittedly, that tiny percentage leaves such a feeling of awe that it more than compensates for the fatigue, monotony, sweat, and frustration—but nothing comes without work.


Preparing the Mattie Belle for the launching had taken me only one day, but it had been a long one. I was underneath the Mattie Belle at daylight. The most awkward place to reach with a roller full of bottom paint is under the stern, where it flattens out, aft of the rudder. The bottom of the boat is too close to the ground for me to stand up straight under it, and too far to reach from a kneeling position, so I had resorted to an uncomfortable crouch in order to complete the annual application of antifouling paint. Although the application process is physically painful, the last few swipes with the paint roller obliterated lessons learned and cleaned the slate for a new season.


Antifouling paint is weird stuff. It is not as fluid as paint used on a boat’s topside. It’s thick, with a sappy consistency of honey, and it dries quickly to a chalky finish that sheds when rubbed. The shedding, along with the paint’s ingredients, are what keep that portion of the boat’s hull below the waterline free of the plants and organisms that like to attach and grow there.


Barnacles, mussels, hair, weeds, and slime adore the unprotected bottom of a boat, and are the most visible sign of negligence on the part of a boat’s captain. It is often said that the relationship of fisherman and boat is akin to a marriage. As in any relationship, lack of maintenance and attention precipitates failure. Most lobstermen do the best they can with what they have to work with, some with racy-looking trophy-bride boats and others with spruced up old gals who plod along willingly enough. Billy Barter fishes one of the oldest and one of very few wooden boats in the area. His boat, the Islander, is also the prettiest and most immaculately maintained vessel in the thoroughfare. The same can be said of Billy’s wife. Oh, Bernadine is by no means the oldest woman on the Island, but she takes great pride in her appearance. She works at staying trim and fashionable, not easy for someone residing on a rock. Bernadine dresses for any occasion or nonoccasion with a strange combination of grace and pizzazz. When she enters a room, much like the Islander slipping up to a dock, Bernadine always catches an appreciative eye.


The correlation between the condition of a fisherman’s boat and spouse is complex and interesting. There are examples of slovenliness. I’ll leave it at that. As for how this all applies to me? Well, first of all, I’m single and my boat is named for my grandmother Mattie Belle Robinson Greenlaw, who passed away long ago, I prefer to think of the relationship as less than intimate. I do, out of respect for the boat and pride in myself, keep the Mattie Belle painted and relatively clean.


When I had finally crept out from under the stern, I had straightened my back and looked up at the sun that I’d been shaded from for the nearly three hours it had taken me to complete the nastiest job in preparation for this year’s lobster season. Early in May, the Maine sun is seen more than felt. There is a chill in the air that the sun will not overcome for another month. The weatherman had predicted an approaching warm front, which is what would cause the fog in the afternoon. Things were just sort of damp in general at Billings’ Diesel.


I had watched four men untie and pull a tarpaulin off a sailboat as I cleaned blue paint from my hands. Last night’s slight frost, half-thawed, glistened among milk-colored patches of still frozen canvas boat covers all over the Yard. One month ago, as seen from above, Billings’, or “the Yard,” would have looked like the site of a Boy Scout Jamboree. But the acres of tented canvas stretched tight to shield occupants from weather now had gaps in it, campsites vacated by the more serious and gung-ho lobster fishermen.


The old-timer next door was one of many who had his boat ready before I did. He stood proudly in the middle of her deck, arms folded across his chest, while the two giant straps of the travel lift were placed at about one-quarter and three-quarters of the boat’s length. “You’re a mess!” The old man had yelled down to me over the din of the engine driving the boat-lifting and -moving machine.


“I’m not a very neat painter. I hate rolling the bottom. I’ve paid my penance to the lobster god!” I declared with a smile, stretching my arms out to embrace what little warmth the sun had to offer.


“Paying penance? Are you in arrears from last season?” he asked.


“Hell, no! I’m paying in advance for the bounty I am sure to receive this season.”


“… paying for something you may not get.”


“I’ll get it … I hope.” Realizing that I sounded less than optimistic, I added, “Ask and you shall receive! That’s in the Bible, right? Well, consider this asking.”


“Yes, the Holy Bible. John, Acts. I don’t think it was said in reference to lobsters though.” And away he went, held in the palm of his boat, cradled by the straps to the edge of the water where he was slowly lowered and set free from the labor of the Yard.


The launching of the Mattie Belle had been scheduled for “after lunch,” and I had to hustle at that point to unwinterize her before the splash. I had set off in search of a ladder with which to climb aboard. Boatyard ladders seem to have lives of their own. There was some form of ladder propped up against nearly every boat in the Yard except mine. Boat owners do not possess ladders, boatyards do. And Billings’ has one of the finer and more eclectic accumulations I have seen. It is always tempting to snatch the ladder from the boat nearest yours. But as no two boatyard ladders look alike, stealing one would never go undetected and would no doubt leave the original users more than merely stranded.


It has been my observation that in a boatyard almost nothing is thrown away as useless. Old scraps of wood, broken pallets, and crates are left lying around to be put to use in an assortment of projects. Blocks and boards of various widths and lengths are needed everywhere; the welding shop, the paint shop, the woodworking area, even the area where the diesel mechanics work, all have a pile of well-used, but useful, lumber. The rotten, cracked, gnarled, and overly weathered fragments that have simply degenerated beyond imaginable use are bound together in a ragtag fashion and labeled “ladder.”


In the faraway southwest corner of the Yard, a rickety specimen lay beside a boat-shaped wet spot in the gravel, obviously abandoned just this morning. The ladder was taller than I required, but since it was the only one available I started dragging it in the direction of the Mattie Belle. The rungs consisted of broken broomsticks, driftwood, and pieces of two-by-four. “Now that’s a beautiful thing,” yelled a coffee-breaking worker from a picnic table as I raked the ground in front of the paint shop.


Ready for a breather, I had stopped to talk with the familiar faces I hadn’t seen since last November when I put the boat up for the winter. “Me? Or the ladder?” I asked. I ran a hand through my hair, a combination of knots and curls, some of which were stiff with bottom paint, surely disturbing any hairstyle I had acquired after lopping off my ponytail weeks before. My hair had become a barometer, indicating relative humidity or dew point or fog or anything moisture-related. Mist caused tendrils curled so tight that I had been questioned about permanents. Hot and humid was forecast by kinks and frizz. Meandering waves and rambunctious twists were my favorite pattern, brought on by the conditions of late fall. Today’s weather had created somewhat of a tangled mess, of which I was suddenly quite aware.


I liked the employees of Billings’ Diesel. There was a core group of full-time year-rounders who were quietly competent, a trait that many Mainers share. Any person’s particular talent can be greater appreciated when it is revealed unexpectedly rather than boasted and half proven. The group of middle-aged men who held down the picnic table possessed the refreshing ability to surprise and impress by doing a variety of jobs well while appearing to enjoy their work. Among this crew were a jumble of riggers, painters, fiberglassers, woodworkers, mechanics, and heavy equipment operators. Onlookers would never have suspected these gents of being among the best in the business, but they were.


We shared banter about various winter activities, and the conversation quickly came to questions, predictions, and prophecies for this year’s lobster season. All residents of coastal Maine, whether they live on an island or the mainland, are part of the fishing community and have a degree of interest in the progress of each season. Billings’ customers consist of owners of both work-and pleasure boats. Many of the workboats are employed catching lobster. Harland Billings, the owner, also runs a lobster-buying operation and knows the importance of keeping the fishing fleet up and running. Someone from the table remarked, “My brother-in-law hauled two hundred traps for seventeen lobsters yesterday.” Everyone present was in agreement that early spring was looking worse than usual for the fishermen, quoting numbers amazingly large and depressingly small of traps hauled and pounds produced.


“I guess you’re not in any hurry. You’re certainly not missing anything. Not yet anyway,” someone suggested, noting that I had not moved one inch closer to the Mattie Belle. Cigarettes were crushed out, and soda cans and Styrofoam cups were dropped into a trash barrel as if some whistle had sounded, beckoning the men back to work. Reminding myself of the hours and days of work ahead of me before I could report any bulk of lobster landed, I dragged the ladder the remaining distance. My pace was brisker now.


I placed the ladder against my boat with the stoutest of its rungs near the ground and gingerly ascended. Standing safely on her deck, I secured the ladder to a ring bolt on the boat’s gunwale with a piece of pot warp (line or rope used in lobster fishing), more for safety than fear of ladder thieves.


A couple of hours and two bloody knuckles later, I was nearly ready for the launch. The pair of 12-volt batteries under the deck had been hooked up. Terminals and posts had been scraped clean, and all cells had been topped off with distilled water. From an access hole in the forward bulkhead, I had attached the end of the 2-inch hose to the thru-hull fitting supplying raw water to the engine’s heat exchanger, or cooling system. All antennas had been put back into their upright position after lying horizontally all winter. The antenna job had resulted in the only long and loud string of profanity to escape my mouth, as I could not find a 9/16-inch wrench, and resorted to slightly rusted vice grips. I had checked the engine’s coolant level and was inspecting the dipstick for lube oil level when I heard the travel lift approach.


The lift operator, Bar, caught my eye with a questioning look. Assuring him that I would be ready to be launched by the time he carried the Mattie Belle to the water’s edge, I hurriedly checked all hose clamps. The bearded man in the blue plaid shirt rigged the giant straps around the belly of the Mattie Belle and climbed back into the lift’s driving and operating station.


It was a slow and smooth ride with rubber tires absorbing gravel peaks and muddy valleys. The boat swayed shallowly, almost indiscernibly, back and forth in the swinglike straps of the travel lift. I always enjoy this short ride to the Yard’s launch site. It brings with it a mix of feelings of accomplishment for completing step one in the lobster season’s preparations, and anticipation of steps two and beyond. If the engine starts with one turn of the key, I thought, I will be greatly relieved to bid farewell to the Yard until next winter, when I would return with stories of the most bountiful season ever. It’s a romantic moment until real thoughts of hard and monotonous work creep in and overwhelm.


Floating, with no signs of leaks, was the first “phew.” Clicking the battery switch “on” with no showering of sparks was the second, and the engine starting just as it had the morning I left the Island so many cold days ago provided the final relief from worry—for the moment.


So here I was on the Mattie Belle, with my two garbage bags full of stuff, thinking back to the hours of preparation I had just done and looking forward to the months of lobstering ahead. I waved good-bye to Bar, mouthed a silent thank-you, pulled the gearshift into reverse, and backed the Mattie Belle out of the straps that now lay limp beneath the boat’s hull. I then turned on the radar that I would certainly need to pick my way through the fog for the 7-mile trip to the Island.


I heard someone yell “Hey, Linda” just as I swung the boat around toward home. It was from a bit of a distance, but even with the poor visibility I recognized three of my favorite Billings’ employees on the deck of a beautiful sailboat waiting to be slipped into the water. I waved and smiled, happy to be heading to the Island in my pretty little workboat. As if on cue, the men turned their backs to me and dropped their pants, exposing three snow-white bottoms. Three middle-aged men had mooned me a fitting send-off, I supposed. I laughed all the way to Merchant’s Island, where the lobster buoys were already so thick I had to weave in and out of them to dodge their warps with my propeller.


Now was the time for the real work to begin. The presence of all the multicolored buoys that appeared one at a time through the fog was like a cold slap, alerting me to the fact that I was already behind in my preparations, in arrears to the lobster god. I noted the arrival of three new buoy colors to the area, and wondered what would be done about them. Would this be the season my fellow Islanders would follow through with plans to alleviate some of the pressure applied by those who encroached on our territory? There had sure been a lot of talk over the last four years, and each season the pressure to do something about the interlopers increased. Eventually something would have to give.


By the time I reached the end of Flake Island the fog had settled down low. My first view of home was the hilltops poking through the gray vapor; the bulk of the Island was still hidden. The fog was proving moderate and passive, and it insulated all the senses—a film over my eyes and cotton in my ears. In the four years I’ve been back I had learned that fog, like all weather, could come and go quickly and without warning, even if I could not.





THE LOBSTER ASSOCIATION
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If it weren’t for the mosquitoes and blackflies, I could honestly say that I enjoy working in the trap lot, the place I store my lobster traps and fishing gear. There is great satisfaction in methodically moving virtual mountains of gear from one pile to another, from the “undone” to the “done,” and watching the mountains shrink and disappear as the gear is taken away by truck, destined for the bay. Anticipation builds as the trap lot empties, for every trap moved from land to sea will surely fill again and again with soft-shelled lobsters. Working the trap lot is similar to splitting and stacking cords of firewood. It’s laborintensive, and you can see results at the end of the day, but you’re not making any money. As last year’s proceeds dwindle, anticipation of the new season begins. “I have to get my traps in the water” is the anxious cry of all gear-prepping, buoy-painting lobster catchers—with emphasis on “have.”


An unknowing passerby might think my trap lot a dump or junkyard, mainly due to its appearance. While there is no garbage odor or vicious dog, it is impossible to keep heaps of fishing gear tidy and organized. The gear I cherish most, fishing rods and accessories, lives within the protective walls and roof of a work-shed, while those things not susceptible to salt air and weather remain scattered around the property.


Glancing around the area for the first time this spring, I was both pleased and discouraged with the inventory. Bundles of buoys and toggles hung like bunches of grapes from branches of trees. Blue tarps covered piles of coiled 20- and 30-fathom pieces of multicolored line. A small sheet of canvas, wrapped cocoonlike around a deflated rubber raft, held brown spruce needles in its nooks and crannies. The raft hadn’t seen the light of day in so long, I figured it must be mummified by now. Two old plastic bait barrels sat relaxed against trees. The barrels were full of assorted garbage that half-floated in stagnant water. I wished now I hadn’t used the barrels for garbage. I wished I had not allowed them to fill with water and sit for several months, fermenting. And I wished I had not been so impressed last fall with the fact that John Cousins, who was helping, could stack lobster traps six high. John was not around now, and I could only reach the fourth one. I wished I had coiled my pot warps neatly rather than bailing them haphazardly into the “trailers.” I wished I had cleaned my buoys more thoroughly (or at all) before retiring them for the winter. Most of all, I wished that I had started the gear work prior to this season’s first bloom of flying insects.


Trying to ignore the mosquitoes, I got to work and was soon joined by my father. My father and I work well together. Amazing, I thought, that my dad, who had spent so many years urging me to “get a real job,” and discouraging me from taking my college diploma to sea, had now retired from his “real job” only to find himself fishing with me. I was sure neither of us had planned for it to happen, it just sort of worked out that way. Dad was quick to catch on to the fact that the possession of fishing gear shifts back and forth from “my” to “our” depending on its condition—for example: My gear is in good shape; our gear needs work. We were in agreement that we wanted to begin setting traps as soon as possible, and in order to do that, six hundred traps, three hundred buoys, three hundred toggles (small floats), and miles of coiled line needed to migrate from the “undone” pile to the “done” pile.


I had known from the start that I would need a crew of one to work in the stern of my 35-foot lobster boat—a “sternman.” I knew I didn’t need any witnesses to the many blunders I would no doubt make while learning how to catch lobsters, but I would need help. so the ideal person would be someone who knew less than I did, who would not tell me what to do aboard my own boat, and would do as he was told without question, no matter how ridiculous. Someone with discretion. The natural candidate was a retiree with ties to the Island going back four generations. My father.


Today, Dad joined me in the trap lot and began prepping buoys for paint while I overhauled lobster traps. The obstacle of trap-stack height was easily overcome. I grabbed the fourth of each six-trap vertical stack, pulled, yelled “Timber!,” and jumped out of the way as the traps crashed to the ground where I could easily reach them. The first “timber” and “crash” solicited one raised eyebrow from my quiet father. After that, he didn’t look up again from his work scraping dried plant life from the buoys despite the continuing clamor.


Lobster traps are rectangular boxes made from vinyl-coated wire mesh material called “trap wire.” I fish both “3-footers” and “40-inchers.” The names refer to the length of the trap. Many lobstermen prefer “4-footers,” but the extra 8 inches add too much bulk and weight for my back to handle. (Four-foot traps are also known as “chiropractic specials.”) I’m not sure how much my traps actually weigh, only that they gain weight as the day grows old. My traps are all 16 inches high and 23 inches wide. They’re all “three-brickers,” meaning that each trap has, within it, three masonry bricks, the purpose of which is to distribute weight in the trap to ensure that it lands right-side-up when set, and not wander the ocean floor in strong tides and lousy weather.


The “heads,” or openings, in my traps, which allow lobsters to enter and move from “kitchen” to “parlor” (two compartments of traps), are made of twine, netting, or webbing and are cone-or funnel-shaped. The trap heads are “shrimp mesh,” plastic twine sewn into netting of 1-inch mesh. Older traps have heads made of nylon line, and a much bigger mesh size. They do not fish as well as the shrimp mesh heads. I have no idea why.


All trap elements are inspected in the overhauling process each spring. Repairs are made before the trap is set, or launched, since it is easier to work on land, even with the voracious mosquitoes, than it would be aboard a boat. I was happy to find the bricks secure, heads in one piece, and doors, which are on top and allow access to the interior, functional in the traps I handled this morning. I replaced the biodegradable hog rings (fasteners) in the escape vents on the doors of the traps, snapped this year’s tags into place, and overhauled all lines. slowly there emerged a “done” pile.


All traps are equipped with hard plastic escape vents that have oval openings large enough to allow “short” or undersized lobsters to exit a trap at will. Each of my traps has two vents, one in the door and one in the parlor end. Maine state Law requires that one vent be secured with biodegradable hog rings, while the other may be set with stainless steel, requiring little or no maintenance. The idea behind the mandatory biodegradable vent is to ensure the liberty of all lobsters within a trap that may be lost or neglected. “Ghost gear,” or lost traps, are not a threat to lobsters’ lives because the biodegradable hog rings deteriorate within a season, allowing the plastic vent to flop open, leaving a large exit. All biodegradable rings or remains of rings must be replaced when overhauling traps if a fisherman expects to catch anything. Otherwise, lobsters will find open vents, and fishermen will haul up empty traps. I was clumsy with the hog-ring pliers at first, but found more ease and comfort as the morning progressed. “Are you going to the meeting tonight?” I asked my father, referring to the monthly meeting of the Island Lobsterfishermen’s Association.

OEBPS/OEBPS/images/9781401398125_L03.png





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/9781401398125_L02.png





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/9781401398125_L01.png









OEBPS/OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/9781401398125_cvi.png





