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Introduction 

Being a true fisherman is more than tossing crank baits, tying flies or bottom-fishing smelly baits. It is an ancient and time-honored ritual. It is the bestowing of fishing secrets collected over the decades and passed from parent to child. It is sharing with others the fish tales of a lifetime, often embellished, always heartfelt.

Fishing is challenging, inspirational, spiritual—it embraces the essence of life. Fishing nurtures relationships and defines roles. It consoles, and it heals. Fishing is a reflection of what we are and of who we want to be. It teaches patience, provides reachable goals and rewards those who educate themselves in the ways of nature—or who simply get lucky. Few other activities possess the power to help mold young lives while adding untold pleasures to our own.

And perhaps most notable: Fishing is fun!

This was our goal for Chicken Soup for the Fisherman’s Soul—to share the best and most memorable fishing stories with you. The role of storyteller is inherent in almost all fishermen. From the millions of fishing stories that we knew were out there waiting to be visited, to the thousands that so many people kindly shared with us, we have selected those that best reflect the essence of life-challenges, inspiration, spirit and humor.

We hope you enjoy these stories, that you learn from them and that you share them with others, just as we and our authors have done with you.



1 
THE JOY 
OF FISHING 

Happiness isn’t something you experience; it’s something you remember.

Oscar Levant 



Fear of Flying 

In any sport, the anticipation of what might happen is almost as important as what actually happens.

Bob Costas 

We strolled down to the bank of the river and stood beside a sign. “Attention Anglers,” it read. “Bow River, Highway 22X to Carsland Weir, no bait. Trout catch and release.” In a field to our left, a scout troop was on litter patrol, picking up discarded papers and bottles. I noticed some of them staring at us.

“I get that all the time,” Bud said, and I laughed because I thought he was pulling my leg. “No, I’m serious. It’s because I bear an uncanny resemblance to Roger Clinton.” I looked at Bud carefully. It was true. He was about the same height, had similar features, was a few pounds lighter and a few years younger than former President Clinton’s brother, but other than that, a spitting image. I guess I’d never noticed because I’d known Bud so long; in fact, if you ask me, Roger Clinton looked like Bud.

Bud and I walked a little farther upriver. We reached a sharp bend where an elderly woman had waded well out into the current. She leaned into the rushing water to maintain her balance and cast almost to the other shore. As she reeled in, her rod arched, slacked, then arched again. “Don’t get excited,” she called to her husband, who was sitting on shore in a lawn chair, methodically peeling an orange. “I think I’m just snagged.” As she twisted her rod to free the line, a guide boat rounded the corner and floated past her, not fifteen feet away.

“Some people buy waders so they can walk out and fish the middle of the river,” Bud said. “The rest buy boats so they can fish close to the shore. That doesn’t quite make sense, does it?”

We found what Bud assured me was a “good spot” on the river and got set up. Bud had brought a box of Tim Horton’s doughnuts and a giant thermos of coffee—the bare essentials, he explained, for a day of fishing. As we hunched over his fly box, trying to make our minds up between the orange stimulator and the crystal blue-winged olive, we heard a rustling in the tall grass directly behind us. Slowly, a large brown snout appeared. It mooed.

“Quiet,” Bud asked, politely. “You’ll scare the fish.”

The cow took a step forward and mooed again. Bud shrugged. He figured the cow must have wandered into the park through a break in the fence.

Bud and I finally settled on the orange stimulators, an all-purpose, rather formless fly that looked as if it could have been plucked from a child’s woolly slipper. With Flossie watching, Bud entered the river. With only one rod between the two of us, we’d have to take turns. But I didn’t mind letting Bud fish before me; since it was my first time fly-fishing, I was content to watch and learn.

Bud wasted no time. Before he had even reached his spot in the river, he’d begun to work his rod, shooting line forward at an ever-increasing length. By the time he planted his feet, he was making his first cast. His line arched through the air and landed almost without a splash six feet from the steep bank on the other side of the river. Bud reeled in and cast again. I watched his every nuance.

Suddenly, Bud’s rod began to dip madly. A second later a fish sprang from the water and flopped back down on its side. Bud’s line zigzagged as the trout tried to break free from the hook. It jumped again, and by now it was twenty-five feet downstream from us. Bud pulled the rod sharply to set the hook and began to reel in his catch.

Two minutes later, he had the fish in his net, a foot-long rainbow trout. Gently, he held the fish by the head, and removed the hook with a pair of pliers.

“I use a barbless hook, so it doesn’t do as much damage,” he explained. With a twist of his wrist, Bud pulled the hook from the trout’s cheek. He bent down and held the fish in the current for a moment before letting it go. He handed the rod to me.

“Now it’s your turn.”

I held the rod for a moment, then gingerly walked into the river. It was time to put my dry-land training to work. It took a moment to get used to my borrowed hip waders; I felt like I was adrift inside a giant rubber boot. My plan was to wade out fifteen feet or so, to the edge of the fast water, then cast to the other side where a sharp bend in the river formed a deep pool. I moved into the current, braced myself, and lifted my rod. It didn’t take me long to figure out that casting in a parking lot with a hookless line was one thing; standing in the river trying to keep my balance, and trying at the same time not to impale myself with the sharp part of an orange stimulator, was another. I tried to remember my teacher’s advice—relax your wrist and roll from the arm, or vice versa?—and get a rhythm going. My first cast was relatively successful, and Bud said, after removing the hook from his hat, that my form was coming along nicely. My second cast was nearly perfect, sailing almost forty feet in a relatively straight line. Had it actually gone forward, it would have been even better.

Just as I was turning around to find where my fly had landed, my rod arched backwards, then jerked out of my hands. It skirted across the water, hit the shore running, then disappeared into tall grass, preceded by the distinct sound of a cow mooing.

I ran to the shore just in time to hear a Boy Scout yell to Bud, “Hey, Mr. Clinton! I think that cow’s got your line!”

Bud shook his head. “It’s not my line,” he said, then pointed my way. “It’s his.”

I don’t know if you’ve ever run through rangeland in a pair of hip waders trying to catch a distraught cow that’s dragging three hundred dollars worth of fly-fishing tackle behind her, but it’s not as easy as it sounds. After forty-five minutes I managed to corner her in the parking lot with the help of the scout troop. While a ten-year-old boy fed the cow sweet grass and muttered some soothing words into her ear, I worked the hook out of her bum.

“I always use a barbless hook,” I mumbled under my breath, then handed the rod back to Bud, tackle intact.

Bud stood quietly for a moment, sipping coffee from the thermos cup, deep in thought. Finally, he spoke.

“Next time,” he suggested, “keep the tip up. And let the cow run a little more before you try to reel her in. Otherwise, I’d say you’re doing just fine.”

Christopher Gudgeon 



One for the Books 

We must not seek to fashion events, but let them happen out of their own accord.

Napoleon III 

July 1972 promised to be a special time for my family. My husband Hank and I had recently moved to Maine and bought a home, and that summer we rented a cabin on a prime fishing lake. Best of all, my parents were flying up from Georgia to visit us.

We could hardly wait to take Dad fishing. He didn’t believe me when I told him over the phone, “The fish up here just about jump in the boat and beg, ‘Fry me!’”

Hank and I met Mama and Dad at the airport on one of those perfect Maine summer days. Dad and I talked about fishing all the way back. Mentally, we had our hooks baited by the time we reached the cabin. We had planned a big fish fry for that evening.

Suitcases unloaded and gear quickly stowed in the boat, Hank, Dad and I set out for my secret fishing spot. The fish didn’t disappoint. Whooping and laughing, we were pulling in silver perch like no tomorrow.

“Didn’t I tell you, Dad?”

“I’ve been trying to scratch for ten minutes,” he said. “Can’t ‘cause there’s always a fish on my line. Itchy nose. Must be somebody coming to visit.”

There was!

I looked up to see a Maine State Game and Fisheries boat easing toward us. I felt sick. I hadn’t thought to buy Dad a license. When the warden reached out to pull our boat closer to his, I felt as if I’d just been nabbed for bank robbery. Hank gave me the “don’t panic” look.

“Sorry, Hank, but I always panic when I get my dad arrested!” I said.

The warden was pleasant, but firm. “Good spot you found here. Mind if I check your licenses?”

Hank whipped his out. The warden checked it, nodded, then turned to me. I shrugged.

“No pockets in this bathing suit. Mine is back at the cabin,” I explained as I felt tears starting to well up. He was going to ask for my dad’s next. My dad—high school principal, pillar of his community, deacon in his church— had unwittingly committed a crime, and I was to blame.

The warden’s gaze shifted.

“Sorry, but I don’t have one,” Dad said. “Just got in from Georgia.”

“Can’t fish in Maine without a license. I’ll have to write you a citation.” The warden glanced at me, looking sorry for disrupting our day. “Toss ’em all back in the lake, then we’ll go over to the cabin and check yours, ma’am.”

Our perfect day was ruined. I couldn’t have felt more miserable, more guilty. Once we were on our way back across the lake, Hank told me that Dad would have to pay a small fine, but no real harm was done. I believed him and got myself under control.

My feeling of momentary ease vanished the minute the warden said to my dad, “Your court appearance will be next Wednesday over in Bath.”

On Wednesday, Dad and I arrived early at the historic courthouse. We were both nervous, but at last the time had come. Now we could get our legal problem over with and enjoy the rest of the summer—if Dad was not behind bars for the duration of his Maine vacation.

We sat through several other cases—a speeding motorcyclist, a deadbeat dad, a shoplifter. The white-haired judge was handing down stiff sentences. He took no guff from the offenders and seemed totally devoid of sympathy. Not a good sign. I figured the judge wouldn’t see Dad’s offense as simply fishing without a license. No, he would more likely brand Dad a “perch murderer.”

Our game warden appeared to read the charge.

The judge said, “Mr. Lee, I want to hear what you have to say for yourself. Approach the bench.” It didn’t sound like a friendly invitation.

My dad was a talker. He could tell a story like no one I’ve ever heard. But as he stood before the judge, he remained silent. Not a word, not a whisper in his own defense.

Finally, the judge said, “Mr. Lee, I don’t know how you people down in Georgia do things, but in the state of Maine fishing without a license is against the law.”

Dad nodded meekly and replied, “I know that now, Your Honor.”

“You didn’t know it before?”

“No, Your Honor. In Georgia, senior citizens aren’t required to buy a license to fish.”

This seemed to interest the judge since he was a senior citizen himself. He almost smiled, I thought.

“Where exactly are you from in Georgia?”

“Brunswick, Your Honor. It’s on the mainland, close to St. Simons, Jekyll, and Sea Island. You’ve probably heard of the place.”

“Heard of it? I’ve been there. There’s a restaurant right at the causeway to St. Simons. Best fried shrimp I ever ate.”

Dad nodded and grinned. “Yes sir, I eat there often myself. Did you try their oyster stew?”

A lengthy discussion followed about the seafood restaurant, fishing techniques along Georgia’s coast and the rights that all senior citizens should have. I could tell that Dad had forgotten he was in court. He had simply found in the judge a fellow fisherman.

Handing the judge one of his cards, Dad said, “The next time you’re down our way, you give me a call. I’ll buy you a shrimp dinner. I’ll even take you out in my boat for some real fishing.”

Someone came in and whispered into the judge’s ear, obviously advising him to speed things along. He brought down his gavel for order, then said, “Mr. Lee, you being a senior citizen and a visitor to our fair state, I’m going to let you off with a warning and release you into the custody of that pretty daughter of yours. Now you get her to take you straight from this courtroom to buy a fishing license. And good luck on the lake this afternoon.”

The crowded courtroom burst into applause. Even our game warden clapped. The judge motioned me forward to take custody of Dad.

For the rest of Dad’s life, he told and retold the story of his one and only day in court. It turned out to be the highlight of his trip to Maine that long-ago summer.

As per the judge’s instructions, we got that fishing license, headed for the lake and caught enough silver perch to have our fish fry that night.

Becky Lee Weyrich 



RUBES ®          By Leigh Rubin
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In case of questioning, Alan silently rehearses his justification.

Reprinted by permission of Leigh Rubin and Creators Syndicate, Inc.



Hooked Forever 

I had just begun a new job and was working with an avid fisherman. I loved listening to Cliff’s fishing tales and decided that although I hadn’t taken time during the past thirty years to fish, it was time to try. I bought an inexpensive Zebco rod/reel combo and was ready.

The Elochoman River in southwest Washington is a beautiful little stream renowned among local fishermen for its fall runs of silver salmon, winter steelhead and summer cutthroat trout. Following a July graveyard shift, I decided to give it a try. I puttered along the road that escorted the meandering stream, stopping occasionally to dip my line into tempting pools. I managed to catch one nice trout and two smaller ones before heading home that day.

As I drove home, though, I watched the river more than the road and spotted another pool winking at me from the far side of a thicket. Deciding to give it one more shot, I parked and quietly worked my way through vine maples and devil’s club. When I could see the sparkling water clearly, my heart started pounding! There in the shallows, just a few feet away, were three gigantic fish ranging in size from eighteen to twenty-four inches.

Nerves jangling, I shakily cast my black Rooster Tail spinner upstream and watched its silver blade rotating as the current carried it toward the fish. The largest fish ignored it; the medium one swam up to meet it, but turned away as my breath caught in my throat. In a shot, the smaller one darted forward and grabbed it. I had just hooked the largest fish of my short career!

Now what do I do? I remembered from my discussions with Cliff that I had to tire the fish before landing it. It was so big, though, I knew it would get away if I gave it a chance. Wishing I had a net, I reeled in rapidly. Not understanding the purpose of having a flexible tip on the pole, I grabbed the line and jerked the fish up onto the bank.

Of course, that was nearly the worst thing I could have done. The line snapped, the fish started flopping, and I grabbed it. In an instant, it wriggled free, used the elevation I had given it to get closer to the water, and you can guess the rest. I stood on the bank staring at a beautiful cutthroat trout that was once again swimming happily in the river, not paying the least bit of attention to the black Rooster Tail that was still dangling from the corner of its mouth.

When I returned home, it was with my first tale of “the one that got away.” My wife was upset that I’d been gone so long, but so pleased with the fish I’d brought home that she agreed to go back with me the following day. When I got to work that night, I told Cliff about my ordeal. He chuckled, explained a couple of points he felt I needed to know, and then suggested I buy a net.

The following morning was so lovely I couldn’t take time to sleep, so I shopped instead. I bought some more spinners and found a net that was large enough to hold the twenty-four-inch trout, yet small enough to fit into the back of my new fishing vest. I was pumped!

When I got home, my wife had a picnic lunch packed, and the kids were ready to go swimming. We loaded into the car and an hour later found ourselves parked near a spot where the kids could play in the water, and more importantly for me, within one hundred yards of where I’d lost the fish the previous day. Once the family was settled into their play routine, I grabbed my gear and headed downstream.

It took me three or four tries before I got the currents worked out and learned where to cast so that the spinner would go where I wanted. On the first cast to the right spot, the lure drifted into the pool and the river virtually exploded as the fish struck. I grinned from ear to ear, but kept quiet because I planned on landing this baby. Suddenly the line went limp and my heart sank, but remembering what I’d been told that night, I started reeling rapidly, and was rewarded. The fish had run towards me in an effort to get slack in the line, but the fast little reel caught up with it just as it swam into the pool in front of me. I swear my heart must have stopped, because it was NOT the twenty-four-inch fish. It was a silvery thirty-inch steelhead, with pale rainbow stripes on its sides. I had never seen such a beautiful fish in my life.

My heart began to race as I mentally reviewed Cliff’s instructions. Let it run, let the drag do the work of tiring it, and dip your pole tip if it jumps. I kept up the routine for several minutes, and gradually the fish tired. I pulled the net out of my pouch and stared at it in dismay. The steelie would never fit into my net, but it was all I had.

The rocks were treacherously slick, and of course, I hadn’t yet learned the trick of gluing felt onto the soles of my boots. I waded into the pool, slipping and sliding with each step. Lowering the net behind the fish and taking a deep breath, I scooped. Surprise! The worn out trout wasn’t as tired as it had pretended, and a frenzied ten pounds of solid muscle began thrashing furiously! I dropped the pole, grabbed the net with both hands, lost my footing and landed on my rump in cold river water. The fish thanked me and swam away.

I’m not sure that the water running down my cheeks was entirely from the river. I picked up myself, my empty net and my pole and sloshed to shore, forming my second “one that got away” tale. But as I reached the dry rocks, my pole jerked. The line hadn’t broken and the fish was still hooked!

The next few minutes were joyful. I played the fish out, and this time, when I was sure it was tired, I scooped it into the net head first, carried it ashore and let out a whoop of elation that was heard all the way upstream to where my family was playing. In fact, my wife thought I’d broken my leg and was calling for help. In reality, I was announcing to the world that I’d not only caught my first steelhead, but that I’d just been hooked for life on a wonderful sport.

Chuck “C.L.” Bray 



Becoming True Fishermen 

If a child is to keep alive his inborn sense of wonder . . . he needs the companionship of at least one adult who can share it, rediscovering with him the joy, excitement and mystery of the world we live in.

Rachel Carson 

Most summers, my extremely busy retirement schedule permitting, I travel to the beautiful Rocky Mountain town of Telluride, Colorado. The Sheridan Arts Foundation has an ongoing effort there, helped by a willing contingent of well-known celebrities, to restore the historic Sheridan Opera House and support its theatrical training program. Another part of the Foundation’s program is its annual Wild West Fest.

Each summer the Sheridan Arts Foundation, in partnership with the Boys and Girls Clubs of America, brings a large number of inner-city and underprivileged children to Telluride for a magnificent week of Wild West activities. As part of the program, which includes mentorships in theater, horsemanship, art, music and Indian hoop dancing, they offer the kids an opportunity to learn how to fly-fish. I have been very fortunate to be involved with that program, helping these great kids learn some of the secrets of my favorite pastime.

One of my fondest memories occurred a couple of summers ago when I was teaching a young inner-city boy from Atlanta how to fly-fish. At one point, I was so taken with our beautiful Western Colorado surroundings that I asked, “Have you ever seen mountains prettier than these?”

He looked at me and said, “Sir, I have never seen any mountains.”

It suddenly made me realize how blessed are we who have enjoyed the sport of fly-fishing in beautiful, natural surroundings.

Later on that day I was conducting a mentorship discussion with the kids, and I publicly asked my young fishing partner how many fish he had caught. He proudly stood up among his peers and announced he had caught four fish. That immediately caused several other kids to jump to their feet claiming five, six, seven and so on. Needless to say, when I asked how big, claims were made of every size from minnows to tiger sharks and everything in between.

It was at that moment I proudly realized these kids had become true fishermen.

General H. Norman Schwarzkopf 



Old Grumpa 

Yet fish there be, that neither hook nor line nor snare, nor net, nor engine can make thine.

John Bunyan, Pilgrim’s Progress 

Nearly every child who is introduced to the joy of fishing at an early age has a place they remember fondly as their most favorite spot: a particular pool in a river, a secluded lake far in the mountains or something as simple as a manmade pier jutting into a bay—all are equal “favorite spots.” All are special to the individual, never to be forgotten.

For me, that place is Moonrock Lake. Surrounded by boggy marshes, the lake can hardly be labeled as one of the most scenic spots in Northern California. But what it lacks in beauty, it makes up for in productivity. Moonrock Lake is full of nice fish. I can remember hauling out vast stringers of fat and feisty perch, crappie and bass in my early days. A few memorable times we even managed to latch onto one of the enormous catfish that lived in the lake’s murky recesses.

One particular catfish made its appearance almost regularly for those who fished the lake. “Old Grumpa” was rumored to weigh far more than the existing state record of thirty-six pounds, though no one knew for sure, because no one had ever been able to put a scale to him. Old Grumpa had been hooked and lost so many times that he had attained legendary fame, being the talk of the lake for as long as I could remember. Every fisherman’s dream was to get Old Grumpa into a net. I shared that dream.

There were times when nothing would be heard of him for weeks. The local fishermen waited anxiously and nervously for some word, silently praying that Old Grumpa had not succumbed to old age, or been caught by one of the out-of-state anglers who frequently raided our lake. But about the time that everyone would get worried, Old Grumpa would reappear, and someone would see him wolf down the three-pound bass they were reeling in, or feel him jerk their rod so violently that the rod would snap from the pressure.

Old Grumpa became something of a ghost fish with supernatural powers, and I think a lot of the stories credited to the fish were simply hogwash. But for what it’s worth, Old Grumpa was real. The catfish had been hooked and seen enough to prove his existence, and no one doubted it. Some even profited—the local tackle shops made a lot of extra money when Old Grumpa was in a biting mood!

When I was in my midteens, I left the vicinity of Moonrock Lake, thinking I would probably never return. But a dozen years later, I found myself driving down a familiar dusty road that led to Moonrock Lake’s crude boat launch. With me was my six-year-old son, Brian. It was his birthday, and how better to spend a birthday than fishing with your dad? The day was warm and the lake calm as I rowed out to the places I fished when I was a boy. The fishing was slower than it used to be, and I looked sadly at the little perch Brian was catching. But one look at my son’s face changed my perspective—he was having a ball. It didn’t matter to him that these fish were half the size of the ones I used to catch out here. And if it didn’t matter to him, it didn’t matter to me either.

After a few hours, Brian suggested we move to another spot. He pointed to a nearby lily pad bed, and I began rowing toward it.

“That looks like a good spot. Maybe we’ll find Old Grumpa there!” Brian’s eyes gleamed hopefully.

I laughed, thinking the old catfish could not possibly still be alive after all these years, but there was no point in dashing Brian’s hopes. I had told him countless stories of Old Grumpa, and this was Brian’s first time fishing Moonrock Lake. I remembered how I used to always hope that I would be the one to catch him, so why not let Brian have that hope, too? He caught a few crappies right away, and I settled back into the routine of unhooking the prickly fish and offering advice. I enjoyed watching the little red bobber go under as much as Brian did, and I found myself wishing I had brought a pole for myself. Brian hooked a good-sized perch about then, and seeing that we might actually have a fish big enough to eat, I held the net ready. Brian guided it towards the net skillfully, but before I could scoop the fish, an enormous shadow came up from under the boat and engulfed the perch!

“It’s him! It’s him!” Brian screamed, as the line on his reel began to spin from the spool. The monster catfish was heading for deeper water, slowly, but steadily.

“Old Grumpa!” I whispered hoarsely, finally snapping out of my trance.

“I got him, Dad! I got him!” my son yelled, moving to the front of the boat, his rod bent nearly in half.

I rowed to keep up with the swimming fish, allowing Brian to gain some of the line Old Grumpa had taken, all the while telling him to keep the line tight, but not to pull too hard. The giant catfish finally slowed, and Brian gently coaxed him upward. I looked at the little panfish net and instantly knew that it would not do for this great fish. I would have to grab the fish’s lower jaw and hold on as best I could. This was by far the biggest catfish I had ever seen, and when we finally got a good look at him, we could see an incredible array of lures and hooks attached to his face and head. Line was crisscrossed every which way, and some of the monofilament was cutting into its skin. This was an old veteran of many battles. There was no question this was Old Grumpa. But the leviathan stopped struggling after Brian brought him up. He didn’t thrash or make a last-minute run, and he didn’t even try to bite as I slipped my hand into his mouth. I can only guess that he was old and tired and had given up. As soon as I got three fingers inside his mouth, I closed my hand and heaved the fish into the boat.

“We got him, son!” I cried, unable to believe that we had managed to catch Old Grumpa. “Let’s get him to shore and weigh him!” I picked up the oars and began frantically rowing towards the boat ramp on the other side of the lake. I never took my eyes off the huge catfish, ready to pounce on Old Grumpa if he should pull a last-minute trick and try to flop out of the boat.

“I want to let him go, Dad.”

I stopped rowing and looked at Brian in disbelief. “What? Let him go?”

“Look at him, Dad. He’s been here for so long. Look how many times he’s been hooked and got away. He lives here.”

Together we cut off the offending line, hooks and lures that covered Old Grumpa, and we agreed that he looked much better. The fish never so much as flopped during this lengthy process. Brian held his tail as I lifted Old Grumpa’s head, and we lowered him to the water’s edge. The catfish gratefully gulped the lake water as we watched him pump water through his gills. With one powerful motion, Old Grumpa turned his head downward and thrashed his heavy tail, covering both Brian and me with water. When I was able to wipe the water out of my eyes, Brian was laughing. And whenever the name of Old Grumpa was mentioned after that, Brian would just grin and look at me, “We got him, didn’t we, Dad!”

Mike Duby 



A Fish Story 

Human pride is not worthwhile; there is always something lying in wait to take the wind out of it.

Mark Twain 

During my first three years in Gulf Breeze, Florida, I was a regular at the fishing pier—once an old two-lane bridge—overlooking Santa Rosa Sound.

One afternoon, during spring break, I noticed a young couple loaded down with fishing gear coming onto the old bridge. Instantly I knew three things about them. First, they were not Floridians, because of their pale skin and their lack of that local “y’all” twang. Second, this was probably their first time fishing, judging by their fishing rods with Zebco fishing reels vacuum-packed to the cardboard with price tags still attached. Third, they were newlyweds, because the young man was carrying two beach chairs, an ice chest, an oversized tackle box, a six-pack of Pepsi and a bait bucket, while the woman carried only her small purse slung over her shoulder and a bag of snacks. Occasionally he would coo to his young bride, “It’s okay, sweetheart, I’m doing just fine,” while she complained that he was lagging behind.

One of the bridge bums, the professed curmudgeon among our group, wearing a weather-beaten Atlanta Braves baseball cap and faded National League Championship T-shirt and sporting three days of beard, growled, “If that was my wife complainin’ there, I’d tell her to shut up or I’d throw her carcass over the railin’ and feed it to the sharks.”

The other fellows on the pier nodded their heads in agreement.

After the couple had moved onto the bridge, the young man set everything down. As the young man worked, his bride kept grousing at him.

“It smells like old dead things out here. It’s too hot. It’s too windy. The chairs are too low; I can’t see over the railing. I have to go to the bathroom, but I’m not using that smelly Porta-Potty.” She ended her tirade by saying, “I want to go, now!”

The young man kept his peace as he worked, trying to assemble the tackle on his rod and reel. But, when she voiced that she wanted to leave, he responded with, “Sweetheart, you asked me to take you fishing, remember?”

“Yes, but the brochure at the motel said that we’d see dolphins and sea turtles and sailfish.”

That brought a few snickers and suppressed chuckles from bystanders, trying to look as if they were truly fishing. I, too, found the young woman’s remark amusing and pitied the young man. Rarely were dolphins or sea turtles seen here, and sailfish have never been seen, except in the Gulf of Mexico, hundreds of miles from shore.

A seasoned veteran nearest the couple evidently felt a little pity, too, because he volunteered, “Ahhh, young man, you need any help there?”

From his squat position, the groom looked up at the volunteer with the pleading look of a drowning man and asked, “Would you show me how to tie the string to the reel? It keeps slipping off.”

“Ah shore nuf will.”

I watched the helper with delight. Decades of fishing experience saw the line spooled onto the reel, strung through the eyelets, tackle attached properly and the hooks baited, all within seconds. The volunteer handed the pole back to the young man. “Do you know how to cast this thing?”

“Ahh, no, sir, I don’t. We’ve never been fishing before.”

That was all that needed to be said. Many of the bridge bums, the exception being the grouchy old Braves fan, suddenly moved into action, and inside of five minutes had the young couple set up, ready to fish. One threw a handful of his live shrimp into their bait bucket, tied a rope to it, secured the rope to the railing, then heaved the bucket over the side and into the water to keep the bait alive. Another put some of his ice into the couple’s ice chest and put the warm sodas inside. A third helped by cleaning up the cardboard and plastic trash. The fourth volunteer showed the young woman how to rig her pole and then said, “Watch carefully now. Here’s how you put a live shrimp on your hook.”


He then explained how to make a perfect cast and handed the pole to her. The woman stepped to the railing and gave the rod a mighty sling. Instead of the line sailing out fifty or sixty yards in a slow, lazy arc down to the water, it shot out twenty feet, then slammed straight
down into the water right under the bridge, the baited
hook and sinker barely breaking below the surface.



The reel backlashed.

The woman grumbled, “Oh, I can’t do this,” and tried to hand the pole back to her benefactor.

Too late.

Something hit the line so hard the flimsy pole bent almost double, causing the woman to scream out, “What’s happening? Oh my God, what’s happening?”

The cantankerous Braves fan, the one who had made a point of not volunteering his services earlier, muttered, “Ya caught a fish, that’s what.”

Frantically, the woman tried to reel in her catch, but with the line fouled up on the reel she wasn’t able to. The fourth volunteer reached over the railing, grabbed the line and began hand-pulling the fish up to the bridge, but before getting it all the way to the top, he handed the line to the woman, saying politely, “Here you are, Missy, you can finish bringin’ it in. It’s your fish, you caught it.”

Quickly, she threw her pole down and grabbed the line with both hands, then began pulling it up hand over hand. A few seconds later she flung her catch over the railing; a five-and-a-half-pound Spanish mackerel. Just as the fish hit the cement bridge deck, she began jumping around, waving her arms in the air and shrieking at the top of her voice, “Oh my God! Oh my God!” while the bridge bums and I stood nearby, watching.

Finally, she grabbed the line once more and held the fish up to her husband, saying proudly, “Look, honey, I caught a fish on my very first cast, my very first time fishing!”

“It’s a real nice fish, sweetheart,” he beamed.

We remained silent, but looked at one another and shrugged.

Then the woman asked, “Can somebody tell me what I should do now?”

The grumpy old baseball fan piped up, “Go home lady, yer battin’ a thousand.”

Nelson O. Ottenhausen 



Gone Fishin’ 

Each person is born to one possession which outvalues all his others—his last breath.

Mark Twain 

The friendship between Gene and my Grandpa Merle went back long before I was born. It seemed that Gene had always been around. Although not related to us, he was still a very important part of our family, for Gene was Grandpa’s fishing buddy.

Early in the morning, Gene would drive over to my grandparents’ house. My grandpa would be watching out the window for the old Chevy’s headlights to flash as they turned into the driveway. Grandpa was already dressed and ready to leave, his fishing gear standing outside the door. As he shuffled through the house, Grandma’s dog Shorty bailed off the bed and snapped at his heels. Grandpa laughed loud enough to wake all of us. Even a nippy little dog couldn’t squelch his excitement. Grandpa was going fishing.

With nothing but a thermos of hot coffee and some cinnamon rolls from the cafe, Grandpa and Gene fished until they grew hungry enough to call it quits for the day. In the early afternoon they drove back to the house. We could hear them laughing and talking before they ever got out of the pickup. After they unhitched Grandpa’s boat, they came to the house carrying the catch of the day.

We loved to eat the crappie and catfish they caught out on the lake. Grandpa would add a little hot sauce to the oil as it was heating, then drop the fish filets in when it was hot enough. Grandma would make cornbread and set out a plate of green onions. She’d add fried potatoes on the side to make it a royal feast.

Gene worked as a pipe liner. Often his job would take him away from home for a month or more at a time. Grandpa had other friends he fished with in Gene’s absence, but somehow it wasn’t the same. As soon as his old friend called to say he was back in town, they made plans to take the boat out to the lake.

As the years passed, we noticed that Grandpa was getting around a little slower; the cool weather bothered his rheumatoid arthritis more. A few times he called Gene and canceled their trip for the next morning, citing such excuses as the fish hadn’t been biting as well lately, or the wind might be picking up too much to take the boat out on the water. When Grandpa could no longer climb into the boat by himself, Gene would gently lift his friend up and set him over the edge, steadying him until he got his balance.

Gene’s wife scolded her husband for continuing to go fishing with his old buddy. She said, “What would happen if you had an accident on the water? What would you do if you were both thrown overboard?”

Gene pondered this question for a moment, then said, “Well, I guess he’d have to sink or swim.” Gene and Grandpa had a good laugh over his answer, though Gene’s wife frowned at their sense of humor. Grandpa laughed even harder because of it.

When Gene returned from one of his work-related trips, he was shocked at the change in his friend. Grandpa had lost weight. He seemed to be in a lot of pain, more than just the arthritis. A trip to the family doctor confirmed our worst fears.

Cancer. Inoperable.

In our grief and confusion, we tried to think of ways to beat this disease. We talked about surgery, chemotherapy, radiation and the miracles of modern medicine. We cried and we prayed. We made plans to seek a second opinion.

Grandpa, however, made plans of his own. He and Gene went fishing.

A few short months later, I sat in the funeral home listening to the preacher talk about my grandfather. My mind began to stray. I was miserable with grief. I missed Grandpa’s hugs and jokes. Most of all, I missed his laughter and sense of humor.

The front of the room was awash with beautiful flowers of all colors. There were so many wreaths and sprays, green plants and arrangements that, at first, I missed seeing the yellow flowers, a bright ring of golden blooms. A yellow ribbon was draped across the front. Printed in large sparkling letters were the simple words, “Gone Fishin’.”

I looked around the room until my eyes met his, brimming with tears. I knew without a doubt who had sent those yellow flowers. I was also sure about something else.

Grandpa would have loved it.

Pamela Jenkins 
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The Empty Hook 

Hold fast to the best of the past and move fast to the best of the future.

John F. Kennedy 

My parents shared a love of the outdoors, especially fishing. We lived in New York City, and opportunities to pursue these passions were few. When I was ten years old, my father decided we would spend part of our summer on the eastern end of Long Island. I was overjoyed at the thought of being out of the hot city and spending quality time with my beloved parents. Dad rented a small cottage on the bay that included the use of a rowboat. Each morning we would push off and row to an inlet where we fished from the shore. My dad also had a handmade crab trap, and mother dug for clams in the sand with her toes.
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