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THE LAST FISH

IT is strange, as line spins off the reel of life, how various incidents and scenes that one has experienced over the years seem to weave and shuttle in a sort of kaleidoscope until, scarcely before one realizes that it has happened, they fall into their appointed places to form the crazy-quilt pattern which comprises the story of one’s life. And it is strange, too, how the seemingly great things become small and the small things great. Rudyard Kipling knew what he was talking about when he wrote, “And that is why the big things pass, and the little things remain.”

A good many years ago, on a sunny September morning, I came into Avalon Bay from San Clemente with the blue and white swordfish flag flying at the masthead. Upon the stern was lashed a 244-pound marlin, my first button fish. Since then I have gone through many experiences of vastly greater importance than that of bringing in a dead fish. Nevertheless the fact remains that, despite what I have done or shouldn’t have done, accomplished or failed to accomplish, during the interim of those years, that morning remains startlingly clear in the album of memories. There was the official weighing-in —the congratulations of my fellow Club members—the putting into my lapel buttonhole of the coveted Tuna Club gold swordfish button by Tom Manning, then secretary—and the subsequent gathering of congenial souls in the Bait Box.

Of course there is a reason why that particular memory should remain so fresh after all those years between. Since my childhood we had always gone to Catalina Island for the summer. Before there was a Tuna Club, even before any man had been daring enough to attempt the taking of those great fish on rod and reel, I had watched the Italian fishermen, pulling homeward from their night’s work, standing up at the oars, swinging rhythmically back and forth to the tempo of their native boat songs. Mornings without number my mother and I had gone out upon the bay in a skiff, had even ventured the three miles down to Seal Rocks, to catch yellowtail and bass on handlines. I shall never forget my first yellowtail taken on rod and reel—about a $3 outfit. I hooked him off Pebbly Beach Point—and it took me an hour and a half to land him! From those very earliest days, fishing has been to me the sport of sports. I’ve played golf and tennis, hunted, ridden and sailed—but always fishing has remained tops.

Later, as a lad, I often stood round-eyed and envying as those sturdy old pioneers of the game came in with their impossible catches taken on still more impossible tackle. When I think of them, and what they did, it seems to me that we so-called anglers of the present day, with our big, sturdy reels, our friction drags, our crank stops, our heavy lines and almost unbreakable rods, should hang our heads in shame! How they did it, God only knows! Three-piece jointed rods of wood, crude reels, flying crank handles, leather thumbstalls their only drag, lines that broke at less than forty pounds. What a breed of men they were—Holder, Morehouse, Dickerson, Ryder, Barrett, Stearns, Schenck, MacMillan, Manning, Potter, Reed, Earlscliffe, Murphy, Hooper, Boschen, Conn and all the rest! Those men made big game fishing, and it is due to them that you, today, have the sport, and have the equipment that their pioneering, their bruised and broken hands and fingers, brought into being. Try their way some time. Go out with a forty-pound line, a three-piece rod, a free-handle reel, and tie into a hundred-pound tuna! May God grant that, when our numbers go up, and the time comes for us to join them on the Happy Fishing Banks, we may have the decency to tread softly, carrying our hats in our hands, and listen respectfully when they are moved to speak of their deeds.

But to get back. As a lad I watched the Tuna Club come into being. Diffidently I hovered as close to the groups of those great anglers as the proprieties permitted, listening as they spun their yarns of days out upon the blue sea, of hours of desperate struggle with the hard-fighting battlers from out the deep. I even suffered with them as they nursed their wounds upon the verandah of the old Hotel Metropole. God knows I’ve suffered since!

With the famous old boatmen, Jim Gardner, Tad Gray, Mexican Joe, Monty Foster, Chappie, Joe Adargo, Percy Neale, George Johnson, Harry Elms and the rest, there was a little greater intimacy. They were not above permitting an admiring boy to help pull their skiffs up on the beach, to carry to their stands oars and gear, to let him listen as they told their stories of fish and fishermen.

As I grew older, membership in the Tuna Club seemed to me to be the ultimate of all possible ambition. There every worth-while quality was to be found—sportsmanship, courage, romance, adventure, good fellowship. Since then there have been times when those early beliefs have been sadly shaken—but the roots remain.

After a time the way opened whereby I could become an Associate Member—a sort of betwixt-and-between estate hovering upon the outskirts of the circle of the elect—truly a dry crust to a starving man. What I wanted above all things was Active Membership and the right to wear the Tuna Club button—and to that end I went to work enthusiastically and expensively.

From the very beginning everything seemed to go wrong. I missed finding fish. When I did find them, I missed getting into the schools. When I did get into them, I missed strikes. When I did get hooked on, I pulled the hook out or broke the line. Reels froze on me. When I went over to Catalina the fish disappeared. As soon as I left, they came back. And, when none of these things happened, and I did actually land a fish, he was inevitably below the qualifying weight. I began to think I was “the mos’ unluck’ man” that ever lived!

But the old proverb holds true. It’s a long lane that has no turn. In due time the one I was following came to a turn—although I had to go all the way over to San Clemente to find it. And so, that September morning, I came into Avalon with my first button fish.

Thereafter came more years of fishing. Various other buttons and prizes were kind enough to tumble into my lap, or climb up into my lapel buttonhole. I had a lot of fun. I didn’t catch so very many fish —or any very large ones. I was soundly beaten by a lot more than I caught. But that is as it should be. A good licking once in a while is good for the peace of one’s soul. It jerks one back to where one realizes one’s proper place in the scheme of things. Various experiences, some of them strange, came my way. I called at out-of-the-way nooks and corners. I ran across a lot of good fellows—and some who were not so good. I gained a wholesome respect for those gentlemen adventurers of the seven seas—tuna, marlin swordfish and broadbill swordfish. Fishing was my greatest joy and I expected to keep on with it as long as I was able to sit in a chair and hold a rod.

Then came the year 1932. Marlin showed up in August. There weren’t many, but what there were, were big. Three-hundred-pounders were the rule—not the exception.

Now I had never taken a three-hundred-pound marlin and, of course, was anxious to get into the charmed circle. Accordingly I slipped over to Avalon for a day or two of fishing. Things weren’t going so well for any of us in that year—as doubtless you remember. For me they were going very badly. One, perhaps two, day’s fishing was the most I could afford. But at Avalon I got a break. Andy Martin, then president of the Tuna Club, invited me to go out with him, as his guest, for three or four days.

The first two were empty. We saw a few fish, all big ones, but they were wary and utterly indifferent to the bait. Those few who did rush it were hard to hook. Usually they would pick it up, then drop it immediately. Oddly enough I had all the strikes. Our baits would be swimming side by side, exactly alike, and yet every blessed fish crossed Andy’s line to slash at mine. We changed seats, even rods—but still they hit my bait, not his. That’s the luck of fishing!

The third day we worked far off the East End, then slanted in toward Salto Verde Point. It was a beautiful day. Out of the southwest rolled long, lazy seas, dimpled by the freshening westerly. Haze softened the rugged outlines of Catalina to a gentle blur. Here and there on the horizon other little fishing boats lifted into view as they climbed the swells, then slid out of sight again.

At about eleven o’clock we sighted three sickle fins riding down the swells. The very first glimpse of them told us they belonged to very large fish. The sight of marlin tails riding across the seas has never lost its thrill for me. There is something ghostly, unreal, about them. One moment the sea is empty. The next instant those slender sickle fins are all around you. Another, and they are gone, as you rub your eyes and wonder if you really saw them. These were off to one side and paralleling us. We speeded up, headed them, then slanted across in front of them.

Straight toward our baits they came, weaving, twisting, rising high, then sinking until just the tips of them showed. There was a tense moment as they crossed where our baits were, or should have been—we couldn’t see them—and then we both swore. They passed by and went serenely on their way. Of course we came about and took after them again, but with little hope in our hearts.

Suddenly, just as the boat swung, there was a swift shadow by my bait, a spreading swirl, the sound of ripping silk, a savage jerk—then the rattle and click of the reel.

Straight away for San Clemente he headed. There was no short run, then stop, as is usual with a marlin. For him a straight line was the shortest distance between two points. He knew where he wanted to go and set out to get there in the least possible time. All I could do was to set the drag and hope he would strike himself.

No sooner did he feel the weight of the drag than he tore out of the water as though shot from a cannon. Out he came, a shining, twisting bulk of fury. Three times he jumped, clearing the water by a good ten feet, and shooting straight through the air all of twenty-five feet. After the third leap the drag of the line—and there was a lot of it out—seemed to bother him. He threshed and wallowed for a minute or two, beating the air with his sword. Then out he came again. But this time he didn’t leap. Instead, he reared his great body out at a sixty-degree angle, and started “walking on his tail.” That stunt of a marlin is something to see! Out they come until their tail, and a foot of their body forward of it, is in the water. Then they start rushing ahead, the tail apparently giving them the propelling power. How they keep that body up at such a steep angle, and for so long a time, is beyond me—but they do it. This one put on the greatest show of tail-walking I ever saw.

Straight out to sea he roared, throwing white water twenty feet on either side. Andy yelled to his captain to swing after him. In making the turn I lost a lot of line. I was using my big Coxe reel with eighteen hundred feet of twenty-four. When we once got squared around and after him I shivered when I saw how little was left on the spindle.

I hope I can paint the picture for you. The blue Clemente Channel, Catalina off to starboard, just a vague mass in the haze, and ahead of us that writhing, twisting, silver creature, standing almost erect, and throwing water on either side like the bow wave of a speedboat as he raced seaward. I had seen a lot of things in fishing, but never the equal of that! There was no fighting that fish. If we merely hung on we would be lucky. The line ran so directly forward that I had to lean far out to prevent it from fouling the forward stays. The Erna was good for about fourteen knots. She was almost wide open and yet that fish continued to take line. It doesn’t seem possible, but it’s true. I hadn’t the slightest hope of saving him. It could only be a matter of minutes before that line, with so much of it out, would break of its own weight. But, strangely enough, it didn’t—just another instance of the terrific punishment a twenty-four will stand. Why do anglers insist on going after a big fish with lines that are the first cousins of a rope!

Flesh and blood and courage couldn’t keep up such a run forever. Something had to give. This time that something was the fish. With one last, desperate lunge he smashed back and started racing around us in a big circle, and just below the surface. Of course that furious run had stopped, but we were far from being out of danger yet. Instead of being out on a straight pull the line now had a big bag in it. I pumped furiously, picking up as much slack as I could, until at last he gave up those tactics and plunged downward. Again twenty-four thread had stood an unbelievable test.

At first the lunge downward was fast and furious. Then, little by little, it slowed into a heavy, sullen sinking, precisely like a broadbill. Then it stopped—except for short, heavy surges.

There we were. I judged that there were about eight hundred feet out. I tightened up and went to work—but got nowhere at all. In fact I lost some more line. Those surges took it away in spite of everything I could do. Furthermore we weren’t able to get away on an angle from him. A fish that sticks right under the boat is the hardest kind there is to fight.

I pumped and reeled and pumped and reeled—or rather I pumped without doing very much reeling. Sometimes I gained a few feet, but only to lose it again. I didn’t like the looks of things. I didn’t like those sullen, heavy surges—our pulling right back over the fish each time that we tried moving a little away from him—the dead weight of him. I had experienced such things before and knew what they meant. Andy was standing beside me and his face, too, was grave. Turning to him I said,

“Andy, this fish is dead down there. I haven’t felt any live movement for fifteen minutes.”

He nodded. “I think so, too,” he replied, adding, “Well, there’s nothing for it but to pump him up. Better go after him.” He knew, having been in that same spot too.

Just to make sure, I tried surging on him. By that I mean tightening up solid on the drag and surging the rod up and down. That trick will usually start a stubborn fish into doing something or other. I might as well have surged against the ocean bottom! I grew worried after half an hour. I had worked very hard and was getting tired. And, despite everything I did, or tried to do, I still kept losing a little line. I asked Andy to take charge of the boat, knowing that I would need all the help there that I could get.

The next two hours were just plain hell. I said I was tired out—and I was! I was tied on to a big fish who was dead down there about eight hundred feet. In spite of my utmost effort he was steadily sinking further. It was getting rough as the daily westerly freshened. At times I thought I had him coming, then a big sea would throw us and I would lose all I had gained. My cousin, Johnnie Winston, came up in his Frances Ann and watched us for five or ten minutes. Later on, back in Avalon, and after it was all over, he told me he had never seen anybody work so hard on a fish.

“You were pulling yourself out of the chair every time you lifted on him!” he said.

Perhaps I was, but I was unconscious of it at the time. The only thing I could think of was to work that fish upward until he started planing. There was but one thing about it, such work couldn’t be kept up forever. Something was bound to give—either the tackle, the fish, or I. It was the fish.

Little by little—only inch by inch, at first—then, later, foot by foot, and finally yards at a time—I gained line. It piled back, dark, ragged and irregular. Suddenly Andy yelled, “Look out!” Three big seas were rushing toward us. I thumbed the line and held on for dear life. They passed under us without my losing more than three or four feet. I started pumping up again. Just as I came up a cross sea caught us under the counter. I was nearly jerked from the chair. I felt something give inside me. There was a stab of sharp pain—then a dull ache. But I paid little attention to it. The fish was coming nicely and I had plenty to do to guard against accidents, and the bucking and kicking of the Erna, without worrying about a few aches and pains.

Wet line kept piling back on the reel in wet, dripping ridges. It was coming in with less effort on my part every minute. In fact it was more or less a question of picking it up. The fish was planing. But despite the easing of the hard gruelling work of pumping up a dead weight a strange sort of weariness seemed to weigh me down. During my years of fishing there had been numberless times when I had been very, very tired. There were numberless times when I had thought I was going to die—afraid I wouldn’t—and didn’t! But this strange feeling was different. It was as though the bottom had dropped out of things—as though I were two separate and distinct persons, one of whom struggled and strained to accomplish something while the other stood by and watched with a sort of what’s-the-use attitude.

Faster and faster the fish rolled up to the surface. The line moved steadily away from the boat. Andy yelled and pointed off to port. There he was—an indistinct bulk of shifting purple, green, silver and gold, rolling log-like in the heavy swells. Very carefully we eased over toward him. The swivel came out. Andy reached and grabbed it. I glanced at my watch. Three hours and fifty-five minutes!

He was dead. Sullenly his big body rolled and thumped against the side of the boat. Not a fin quivered. There was no need of any gaff. All we had to do was to get a rope around his tail—although that was none too easy a job in such a heavy sea. Andy and I started to haul him on board. I say “Andy and I” advisedly. As a matter of fact I couldn’t pull a pound. I remember vaguely wondering why. In the past I had been able to pull fish up to two hundred and fifty pounds on board without any help from anybody. But not this time.

We got him aboard somehow, but with no thanks to any help of mine. Once laid across the stern we could see that while he was big enough he wasn’t of any extraordinary size—close to three hundred, one way or the other. We examined him carefully to see what might have killed him. There was no evidence of his having been fouled in the leader. He was hooked in the bony part of the upper jaw and the hook had chewed a hole as big as one’s finger. I don’t know what kept it from falling out.

Andy and I made up our minds that but one thing could have happened. In his mad surface run, his headlong downward dive, he must have burst a blood vessel, or whatever is the equivalent in a fish. Down deep—down in the blue caverns which had been his home, his stout heart had failed him, and he had died. Not a bad place or way to go, at that.

All the way back to Avalon—that night—and for days and weeks afterward, I had that queer feeling of lassitude. Nothing seemed to matter. I didn’t know it then, but my run had slowed and stopped—my line had come to its end. Before many weeks were passed, instead of being out on the wide blue sea I loved so well, I was stretched out upon operating tables and in hospital beds for months. The days of my fishing were gone forever. I had joined the little army of those whom big game fishing had wrecked—or killed.

Well, it’s been well worth the price it demanded. In another book of fishing tales I remember writing that, as I found myself approaching the end of the trail and my fishing days over, I would sit in front of the fire at night and cast my lure into the Sea of Memories. The wind might moan under the eaves, the rain might beat against the windows—but I wouldn’t hear it. Instead, I would be out upon the wide blue sea—my sea. I would feel the sting of wind and sun and salt in my face. I would see the milling, screaming sea birds, the stabbing splashes on far horizons, weaving, arrogant fins. When I wrote that I little knew how very near that time had come. And the strange part of it is that I never wrote truer words in all my life!

By the mercy of God I live by the sea, on Santa Monica Bay. It is a beautiful body of water, bluer than summer skies. To the north there are the blue mountains of the Malibu—to the south the brown hills of the Palos Verdes—to the west—far horizons. I sit at my window and see visions.

Faces of old friends who, over the years, have made the long traverse to the Happy Fishing Banks, peer through the glass at me and smile. I’m not so sure but that those smiles are a bit too friendly, too welcoming. But they seem to tell me that where they are the sea is always blue, sun and sky are gentle, and fish are big. That may be all very well, but they can have it for themselves for a while. Me, I am nowhere near ready to join them. Even if I can’t fish I can at least think about the times when I could and did.

I see purple islands half veiled with haze, sweeps of yellow wild oats lifting to a golden sky. Down their coasts we ride the long purple seas. Our shimmering bait slips temptingly along astern of us. What’s that? A flash of purple, a wavering shadow, the sound of ripping silk, a spreading swirl of green. “Sword fish! Swordfish!”

The sea is empty—a world of veiled horizons. Above us is a little patch of red, vivid against the blue. Off to starboard the flying fish skitters and jumps and splashes. There is a burst of smoking water. A bronze torpedo lunges out. White water throws. The snarl of the deep sea reel crescendoes into the scream of tortured metal. “Tuna! Blue fin tuna!”

Again the empty ocean, glassy smooth except for the lazy rollers, stretching away to the world’s end. What’s that—right over there —just off the port bow? There it is again! Two crescent fins weaving arrogantly across the restless, heaving waters. The bait is in front of him, sinking. He hesitates an instant, then flicks his big tail and goes down to it. A breathless moment or two and then there’s a gentle tug. The slack line straightens and moves out and off to one side. The reel clicks faster and faster. We’re hooked on! “Broadbill! Broadbill!”

And those are not all the pictures that shuttle across the face of my window, by any means. Lonely coves at night. The rumble and crumple and thump of surf on the reef. The mournful barking of sea lions. The shrill scolding of an awakened sea bird. The bleat of goats, the sharp bark of a fox from the cliffs overhead. Brick red islands rising out of a lonely sea. Strange, primitive folk. The dirge of wind through rigging. The never silent whisper of restless waters. The sun coming up through fog with a path of gold leading straight to it—and up that path, black in the morning light, a single swordfish—jumping. Sunsets, the sun, flattened and distorted, sinking red into a crimson sea. Purple twilight settling stealthily as the sea takes on all the mystery, all the immensity which comes to it with the falling of night. Little white fishing boats, lifting over the seas, dropping from sight, only to lift again, and then, at the day’s end, scuttling homeward to the welcoming lights of Avalon Town.

I am not becoming sentimental. Nor am I sorry for myself. I have nothing to be sorry for. I have had a lot of fun. I am going to have a lot more. It is just this. I am trying to express what big game fishing has meant to me—what it has left me with when I have been throttled down to a dead slow bell. I wouldn’t have missed it for anything in the world. It is a grand, grand game. It broadens one’s horizons, straightens out one’s focus, sweeps the cobwebs out of one’s brain. When you reach what you think is the ultimate end of your rope, you will find that a little stretch has been provided—just a little something more that makes it possible for you to carry on, and on—and on. When the days of the game are ended for you, it leaves you something to fall back upon—memories. And you, too, can sit at your window and see visions until the clatter and clack of civilization fade into the restless murmur of lonely waters.
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VEILED HORIZON OFF CATALINA ISLAND




VEILED HORIZONS

IT is strange how relatively unimportant things stick in one’s memory. Now I suppose I have made a hundred and more trips from Catalina over to San Clemente Island. I like the place. Most people don’t. If ever there was a barren, God-forsaken, windswept, lonely, desolate spot, San Clemente Island is it. Probably that is why I like it. I like the cold fog-wind howling across it at dusk. I like its sweeping slopes of golden wild oats slashed by forbidding canyons. I like the sand dunes marching across its westerly end to pour in a white flood over the dark cliffs of its northerly side and down into the sea. I like the blue surges that tramp down its coast in endless procession, here and there breaking in a smother of white upon some outlying reef or rock. I like the great Pacific rollers crashing against the jagged, black teeth of China Point, throwing baffled spray fifty feet into the air. I like breakers smashing upon the reef that runs out from Pyramid Head. I like to see them start to lift far out, gathering height and momentum as they rush shoreward; the sun-shot green of their crests as they start to curl; the turmoil of white and green water as the reef tears them to shreds. I like the criss-cross, zig-zag goat trails on the steep hillsides; the sight of a flock scrambling upward, a big, bearded patriarch leading, the wobbly-legged kids struggling desperately to keep up; to hear them bleating at night on the cliffs far above. Most of all, I think, I like the loneliness of the place; the absence of hustling, crowding fellow humans.

Yes, I have made a lot of trips over there, partly because I like it, and partly because there the fishing is good. But of all these trips there is one that to this day stands out in my memory from all the rest—and I don’t know why. There was nothing unusual about it. The fishing wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. It happened over twenty years ago. But it still sticks with me—and I think it always will.

We pulled out from Avalon just before sunrise. It was as we rounded Seal Rocks at the East End that the sun broke through a fog bank and turned the sea from grey to rose to gold. Big lazy surges, hinting at illimitable wastes, rolled in from the southwest.

There was no life in sight but one solitary grouper fisherman about a mile and a half off the point, lifting into sight and disappearing as the seas rolled up under him and then dropped him into the valleys between, an occasional questing sea bird, and the sleek brown shapes of the sea lions basking upon the rocks.

I climbed on top the cabin and promptly set to work dreaming daydreams—a habit I have that seriously interferes with my fishing!

As we climbed to the crest of a big roller it was as though the whole wide world, and all its peoples, came into the range of our vision. Westward, vague and shadowy, appeared clumsy, square-sailed junks, beating their way against the flood of turbid, yellow rivers amid the clamor of gongs and the scream of conches. The murmur of the sea against the hull metamorphosed into the slip-slop and shuffle of myriads of sandalled feet. Was that sudden noise the squeak of a tortured fiddle, or only a sea bird scolding? Was that almost imperceptible odor the smell of the East, or only the breath of the sea?

That sullen mutter rumbling up out of the southwest—was it just the voices of the waters, or the rumble and thud of cannibal drums, the thunder of surf upon lonely coral reefs, the cadence of savage chants? And again, was that odor the breath of the sea, or whiffs of fragrance from scented islands?

Anyhow, north and south and west, and all the points between, the world was there before us—“for to see and for to admire.”

“Ya better git goin’!” The parted curtain closed again and I came back abruptly to the job at hand. The voice was Roy’s, my captain. “Yeah, ya better git goin’.” He deftly slipped a flying fish bait on the hook and let out two others aptly called teasers.

“There’s more swordfish out ’n this here channel than I ever seen,” he went on. “An’ that ain’t all.” Here he lowered his voice confidentially, hallmark of his craft, and glanced around furtively as though fearing he might be overheard. “Mike Marinkovitch told me last night he seen big yellowfin tunny over to Clemente. Swore they come up all ’round him when he wuz grouper fishin’ over there! Mike ain’t never lied to me yet—leastwise I ain’t never caught him at it.”

Then he took off his cap, scratched his head behind the ear, reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out and lit a very crumpled cigarette, and regarded me reflectively. At last he seemed to make up his mind to something.

“Lissen here,” he said. “I know you. Ya bin settin’ there thinkin’ ‘bout God knows what! Now ya can’t catch no swordfish thinkin’ ‘bout anythin’ but swordfish. An’ ya can’t catch ’em ’less ya fish for ’em. Nobody never caught nothin’ yet with th’ bait in th’ bait box! Keep a bug draggin’ all th’ time, that’s my motto.” (A bug is Catalina parlance for flying fish.) “Now settle yerself down an’ git yer mind on fishin’. Keep watchin’ th’ bait all th’ time, an’ them teasers, too. I’m goin’ on top to keep watch ’round.”

Well, that was that. God knows I have had the same sermon preached me enough times! Obediently I settled back in the fishing chair, rod at alert, and watched the bait and “them teasers.”

Sitting there, watching the bait, the teasers, and the long, lazy seas, my mind turned to Roy’s little homily. The more I thought about it, the better I liked it. Whether he realized it or not, there was a heap of sound philosophy there. “Nobody never caught nothin’ yet with th’ bait in th’ bait box.” Damned true! Wasn’t it Kipling who said, “Keep your light a-shining a little ahead of the rest”? And a long way further back than Kipling one of the old prophets mentioned something or other about not hiding one’s light under a bushel. Sifted down to fundamentals they all meant the same thing, the ancient prophet, Rudyard Kipling and Roy. If you have a job to do, keep your mind on it and do it—and the very best you know how. Strange what one can learn from fishing!

“Bang! Jerk!” The rod almost jerked out of my hand. Line whizzed off with a whir and a click. A wide green swirl eddied and spread where the bait had been. I would have sworn I had never taken my eyes from it, and yet something had lashed up and grabbed it.

“Strike! Strike!” I shouted.

There was a thud behind me and Roy’s disgusted voice.

“Damned bonito shark. Reel up!”

Sure enough, shark it was. Just the head of the flying fish was left and on it were those unmistakable teeth marks.

There he was, right under the stern—a sinister brown shape. Roy frantically hauled in the teasers, cursing softly. He literally jerked one out of the shark’s very mouth and tossed them upon the stern deck, then regarded me darkly.

“Humph!” he grunted. “Didn’t ya see that bird? How many times I gotta tell ya to keep them eyes o’ yourn peeled? Next time one o’ them bastards shows up, reel like hell and holler fer me! We ain’t got no bait to waste on them birds. Naw, don’t let out for a piece. Wait till we git clean away from ’im.”

Safely away from the thief, I let out the new bait. A big shearwater saw it. Cocking his head on one side, he hovered, eyed it, and decided that it was good. At the same time there was something about it that didn’t look quite natural. He swooped and slid back and forth, twisting his head, making tentative little dives, then catching himself with banked wings. One could almost read what was going on in his mind. That shimmering thing down there looked like a fish and probably was a fish, but it didn’t act like one. It looked easy enough to snap up—too easy! There must be a catch in it some place. Once he passed it up entirely and slid away to leeward. But recollection of that tempting morsel must have been too much for him. In a minute or two he was back again, and, tossing caution to the winds, plumped down upon it—or where it had been. Of course he missed it, and how shamefaced he appeared as he tentatively pecked at himself and shook his wings. For a moment or two he sat there, glancing around as though he were seeking to learn if anyone had seen him or not. Then he took off, only to come back in a minute or two and put on the same show over again.

Tiring of watching him and the bait, and “them teasers,” and because we were well out in the channel now, in deep water where the chances of picking up a fish were slim, I lashed the rod to the chair and climbed on top the cabin beside Roy.

My welcome was none too cordial. He looked sidewise at me and grunted. Then, very pointedly, he looked back at the shimmering bait, the teasers, and back to me again. Shaking his head, he reached into his pocket for a cigarette, shielded the match with his hands, and lit it. His every expression, his every motion, told plainer than words that I had no business up there; that I should be down in the chair, holding the rod. But I didn’t care what he thought—very much! I was my own master and could do as I pleased. If it suited my pleasure to sit on top the cabin and let the rod take care of itself, sit there I would. If, in so doing, we happened to miss a fish that again was my business—and my loss. So I settled myself comfortably and lit a cigarette on my own account.

The daily westerly had not yet come up, but its advance guard, in the form of vagrant puffs, was already ruffling the surface to a darker blue. A grey-blue sea, darkened here and there as wind riffled the surface; horizonless, as sea and sky were lost in the haze; and Catalina, its rugged outlines softened, dropping slowly astern. Shearwaters swept back and forth on their endless quest for food. How in the world do they contrive to brush the tops of the surges with their wing tips, and yet never hit! If we knew that trick we could really say we flew. Brown terns, white terns, terns that were black and white and brown and white, flapped along with that graceful, jerky motion that is so peculiarly their own. High up a gull beat steadily seaward, going somewhere and knowing where and why he was going. Off to starboard the water darkened with a queer jiggle, shot with silver. Birds wheeled abruptly to race down to it.

“Bait workin’,” Roy observed, his first words since I had joined him on top.

Just beyond the bait the dark, triangular fin of a shark cut the surface. But he was too far away to trouble us.

I glanced backward. Catalina was but a dim mass. Within the hour it would have disappeared entirely and we would be alone upon the sea. There is something eerie about that. There one is, all alone, the center of a circle whose rim always remains the same distance away. For all one’s eyes tell one there is nothing ahead but limitless wastes of restless, lonely waters. One might go on, and on, and on, and on, until, with a final gasp and gurgle, the engine died, and there one would remain until that fateful day when the sea shall give up her dead. Nice thought! I lit another cigarette, and thought of other things. As a matter of fact, ahead, in the haze, was San Clemente with its slopes of golden wild oats, its canyons, its friendly, sun-washed beaches, its dark cliffs bordered with the yellow of kelp and the cream of surf. In due time it would come out of the haze and we would be near our journey’s end.

Catalina did disappear astern and for an hour we chugged steadily forward toward the fog that forever fled before us. Presently, however, there came a thickening of the mists ahead; a vague hint of something more substantial than haze. Then, with the rising wind, the fog was ripped to shreds and Clemente, lonely and sunwashed, lay before us.

“SWISSSSSH! CRAAAAAASSH! RRRRRRRRRRRR!”

We both tumbled off the cabin, Roy to the controls as he threw her into reverse and I to the rod where I fumbled frantically with the lashings.

“RRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR!”

“Hit him!” Roy shouted.

I got the plagued thing free at last, jammed the butt into the seat socket, climbed over it somehow, and jerked hard. Far off to one side the water boiled and churned as a slender rapier beat the air. Then out he came.

“Sword fish!” we both yelled together.

Flick! Flick! Flick! Flick! Flick! Away he went in great, plunging leaps, so close together you couldn’t count them. Line was whirling off the reel so fast it made me dizzy to look at it. There was a fearful lot of it out and he showed no sign of slowing. I think I turned Christian then and there. Never again would I leave a rod unattended. I wonder how many times I’ve sworn that very thing!

Somehow or other Roy had the boat turned and we were following him, but very slowly as the bag of the line steadily became bigger. He shook his head.

“Gotta pick up line faster’n that!” he barked.

That wasn’t so easy to do. The weight of the line itself was hard to reel in. Furthermore the fish was still tearing along, in and out of the water, as though he would never stop. But if that bag was hard on me it was harder on him. The run slowed perceptibly. There was one last lunge, a sullen smash back, a moment of threshing on the surface, then he sounded. The voice of the reel deepened from its first high pitched scream to a throaty snarl.

He was plunging downward, but that first long run, dragging the heavy line, had tired him. Not being able to do anything with him yet I took the opportunity to get straightened around and flex out the first hand and muscle cramps that always come. Then I finished picking up whatever slack line was still more or less on the surface. I threw off my hat, peeled off my sweater, opened my collar, and got ready for whatever might be before us—half an hour—four or five hours. That’s one thing about fishing. One never knows.

The downward lunge slowed and stopped. Roy threw out the clutch and we paid off broadside to the seas. He came aft, looked at the line left on the reel, at the angle where it entered the water, at the bending, stabbing rod.

“Better git after ’im! ” he said, and went back to the controls. Getting after him means that the fun has ended and the work begun. There is but one method of working a big fish up out of the depths. Pump and reel—pump and reel—pump and reel. Strain and heave until you lift your rod to an angle of about forty-five degrees, then drop quickly and pick up the slack. Be careful not to lift too high, or drop too low. Either threatens disaster. Sometimes you gain feet and yards, other times only inches. More often you lose instead of gaining. It is hard, hard work—make no mistake about that—and I for one have never found any way to make it easier. Arms, hands, fingers, legs, back—they all ache. Sweat pours into the eyes, half blinding you. Water drips off the line, down the rod, into your lap and thence to the floor where it forms a little puddle in which your feet slip and slither. There is never a moment’s rest. If you let up on a fish for even a minute he will get his head on you and there is no telling how long you will be on him. Many is the angler who has learned that lesson through bitterness and pain! A big fish is stronger than you, he will recuperate faster than you can. Once you have him coming, you have to keep him coming—if you can. You have advantages: a boat skillfully maneuvered, reels with every laborsaving device, strong rods and lines. But to offset these the fish has strength and sheer, gallant courage. The odds are about even.

I tightened up the drag as much as I dared and went to work. For a few minutes we seemed to struggle, neither gaining any noticeable advantage, then, suddenly, he started up. I pumped furiously, trying to keep up with him, piling line back in wet, irregular ridges that dripped salt water into my lap and onto the deck. I wondered if he was going to be one of those few easy ones who make one furious run and are then all in.

No such luck. Suddenly the rod was almost torn from my grasp and back down he lunged, this time almost as fast as had been his surface run.

I groaned inwardly! Suppose he took it into his head to stay down there and sulk? That would spell hours of the hardest kind of work lifting him back up again.

We were in reverse, trying to ease the strain. Little waves slapped up against the stern. The reverse gear ground and churned.

The downward plunge slowed to little, short rushes, then stopped. I tightened up once more and went to work pumping and reeling. But I didn’t get very far. Sometimes I gained a few feet, only to lose them again. The fish hung there, stubborn and sullen.

Then the strain eased. The line began to move away from us. He was surfacing again. I had to work hard to pick up the slack.

“CRAAAASSSSH! ” There was a flurry of boiling water a few hundred feet to starboard and he lunged two-thirds of his length out, a furious thing of threshing sword, wagging head and great gaping jaws. Again he came out—clear this time, shooting through the air in a twisting arc. Once! Twice! Three times! Six! Seven! Ten! And a little while before I had thought he was all in!

But he was tired—that was manifest. The lunges were more sullen, sluggish; not the clean, twisting jumps of his first run. Presently even they subsided into heavy rolls and threshing of tail and sword. Then he started swimming slowly, just under the surface, half his dorsal fin showing, trying desperately to turn away from the boat but unable to conquer the weight of the drag and the arc of the bending rod. Now was the time to go after him—hard. And now, too, was one of the most dangerous points of the battle. He was on the surface about three hundred feet away. The line led almost straight to him. Drop the rod a little too low, or if he turned his head suddenly on the uplift, the reward might very well be a broken line.

Working very carefully, watching the tip every second, I pumped him over, Roy aiding in working the boat closer. Never an inch did he give other than grudgingly. More than once he overcame the drag and tore off line. But he was deathly tired. Only his splendid, fighting spirit kept him twisting, turning, whirling about and reversing himself, wagging his great head and glaring at us with those big yellow eyes. And what a thing of beauty he was there in that clear, sun-shot water—a great dark shape of wavering greens, purples, silver and gold! The light distortion seemed but to intensify the brilliancy of those colors.

The swivel came out, hung a second—the line vibrating under the strain until little drops of water flicked off it, to form miniature rainbows—then jerked under again as he surged downward. Again it came out, hung, then, as I lifted, shot upward. I swung the tip forward. Roy reached out and grabbed the leader, quickly pulling the fish alongside, where he thumped and pounded, beating boat and water with sword and tail. Tired as he was, he was far from dead. We both stared at him. Roy looked at me questioningly.

He wasn’t a large fish—probably not more than 175 pounds. We would be at Clemente for several days. Long before we were ready to return to Avalon he would be reeking carrion, unless there was some boat there that happened to be going back the next morning.

“Cut him loose!” I ordered.

Roy grinned and whipped out a pair of wire cutters. I think the rascal had had them in his hand all the time. Gently he lifted the great head. The hook was caught in the upper jaw, just inside the mouth. We could see the shank. Deftly he snipped the leader at the eye. The old fellow slipped back into the water, rested a minute or two, tentatively wriggled a fin, then, with a defiant flip of the tail, he surged downward into the blue caverns beneath. And that was that.
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