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PREFACE

This is a book about my grandfather, Ira W. Gruber (1882–1962), a successful industrialist and well-known sport fisherman. Gruber was born in Berks County, Pennsylvania, in 1882, one among fourteen children on a small family farm. Half a century later, he was an accomplished angler—a sportsman celebrated in the United States and Canada for the fishing techniques and, especially, the artificial flies he developed in pursuit of Atlantic salmon. How did such an improbable transformation come about? How did anyone with an eighth-grade education and few other prospects gain the means and leisure, to say nothing of the knowledge, to succeed as a fly fisherman? And why did he choose fly fishing for Atlantic salmon, then considered to be the most highly developed form of angling in North America and the most expensive of all types of sportfishing? This book explains not only how Gruber came to fish for salmon but also what he was able to contribute to that refined sport.


In reconstructing my grandfather’s fishing life, I have had the benefit both of what contemporaries said about him and of his own flies, papers, books, photographs, and notes that have only recently emerged from storage. Soon after Grandfather died in 1962, his son, Edward, gave some twenty of his flies to the accomplished historian of fishing, Joseph D. Bates Jr. Bates drew upon those twenty flies and the recollections of New Brunswick anglers to write extensively of Grandfather and his contributions to North American flies and fishing. Others—including Morris V. Green, Ted Niemeyer, and Leonard M. Wright Jr.—built on Bates’s work, using additional interviews with men who fished the Southwest Miramichi in the era of World War II to increase our understanding of Gruber as an angler. But only in the past few years has the bulk of his flies and papers emerged from storage and become available for systematic study.


When Gruber died, all of his possessions descended with his Pennsylvania estate to his son, including about a thousand flies that he had tied in the 1940s and 1950s, his business and personal papers from 1907 to 1953, his annotated angling books, and the notes and photographs he accumulated over more than thirty years along the Miramichi. All of these flies, papers, and books remained at his Pennsylvania estate until they were sold as part of his son’s estate in 1997, when they were bought by my daughters and son-in-law (Anna G. Koester, Talarah Gruber, and Jack Koester). The Koesters preserved Grandfather’s papers and flies until I could study them and arrange to place the papers with the Chester County Historical Society in West Chester, Pennsylvania, and the flies with the Fondren Library at Rice University in Houston, Texas. Gruber’s papers and flies, enriched with documents from the public records of Pennsylvania, New Brunswick, and Florida as well as the collections of three Pennsylvania county historical societies, make it possible to add to what Bates and others said of Gruber’s angling life and to create this book and illustrated catalog of his flies.



At every stage of this work, I have had the help of individuals and institutions. Audrey and Bill MacKinnon of Doaktown, New Brunswick, who were among the founders of the Atlantic Salmon Museum and its Hall of Fame, enriched more than one visit to Doaktown: In 1993, Audrey arranged for me to visit Ira Gruber’s bungalow, and in 2012 she and Bill explained connections between the Grubers and various Doaktown families and introduced me to Morris Green, who was already writing 160 Years of Salmon Stories and was able to share what he had learned about my grandparents. Tom McCaffrey of the Provincial Archive of New Brunswick provided a most thorough explanation of the Northumberland County Records and guided me to the deeds, assessments, and licenses for Blissfield and Ludlow Parishes. The librarians of the Harriet Irving Library at the University of New Brunswick were equally generous in sharing their books and maps on fishing for Atlantic salmon.


In Pennsylvania, Mrs. Erick J. Kern Jr., searched the records of the First United Church of Christ (formerly the First Reformed Church) of Spring City to establish when Anna Latshaw and Ira W. Gruber became members and what roles they had played in the church. Joseph H. Forrest Jr. and William C. Brunner of the Spring-Ford Area Historical Society shared their knowledge of the Spring City Knitting Company and the Grubers as well as their excellent index to the Royersford Weekly Advertiser, 1910–1928. The Pottstown Regional Public Library provided glimpses of Ira W. Gruber in back issues of the Pottstown Mercury and US Census returns, while auctioneers Kathy and Ted Maurer did the same in their records of Edward L. Gruber’s estate sale in April 1997. The Berks County Historical Society in Reading shared its Perry Township School Board minutes and county maps for the years when Ira W. Gruber was a schoolboy. In West Chester, Rob Lukens and Diane Rofini of the Chester County Historical Society not only incorporated Ira W. Gruber’s business and personal papers in their collections—where they would be available to anyone with an interest in the history of textiles and angling—but also guided me to other records touching on the Grubers, their homes, and the Spring City Knitting Company. The nearby Chester County Archives, Recorder of Deeds and Recorder of Wills, were essential in documenting many aspects of Ira and Anna Gruber’s lives.


In Texas, Rice University, my academic home since 1966, has supported the research for this book in ways great and small. Lee Pecht, Rice University archivist and head of Special Collections in the Fondren Library, and his successor, Amanda Focke, have created the Ira W. Gruber Angling Collection to preserve Gruber’s flies as well as his angling books, photographs, and papers—including some original correspondence. Beyond that, Fondren Library has provided many of the books that I needed to understand the history of fishing for Atlantic salmon in the mid-twentieth century—both books that belong to Rice and books that are available through interlibrary loan with more than fifty other libraries. Most important, Tommy LaVergne, senior photographer at Rice, has taken great care in creating digital images of the flies that Ira W. Gruber tied in the era of World War II—ensuring that those images express the colors and textures that Gruber sought in his patterns. Tommy has been wonderfully patient and creative in adding visual dimensions to Gruber’s angling life. It has, in short, taken many hands in Texas, Pennsylvania, and New Brunswick to preserve Gruber’s flies and the records of his angling life—and to provide the foundation for this book. I am grateful to all who helped.






1

An Angler’s Life

In 1900 Ira Gruber was a farm laborer in rural Pennsylvania—a diligent young man who knew how to tend crops, cattle, and orchards and who had an enthusiasm for such field sports as hunting and fishing. He soon migrated from farm to factory and, within a decade, became first the superintendent and then the owner of a mill that manufactured women’s underwear. His mill brought him wealth enough to indulge his interests in hunting, trapping, and fishing: to support sporting holidays of some weeks each year in Pennsylvania and, by 1912, in New Brunswick, Canada. Gradually he became more interested in fishing than in hunting or trapping, and eventually he became known as an authority on fishing for the Atlantic salmon of New Brunswick’s Southwest Miramichi River. But how did he manage to turn his wealth into the leisure needed to become more than an ordinary sport fisherman? How did he gain the time and the freedom from manufacturing to study salmon intensively and to create flies that would catch salmon on and beyond the Southwest Miramichi? How did he become well known as an Atlantic salmon angler?

Gruber was born in Berks County, Pennsylvania, in February 1882. He was the fifth son and eighth child of George and Hannah Gruber, who would eventually rear fourteen children on their forty-acre farm.1 His father was one of the fifth generation of Grubers to be born in America and to live in Berks County, some sixty-five miles northwest of Philadelphia on lands drained by the Schuylkill River. The Grubers were German American subsistence farmers who joined their neighbors in supporting public schools and worshipping at a Lutheran church. But however fruitful their fields and orchards and however close their family and community, Ira’s parents did not have the land or other resources to provide adequately for all of their children.

Gruber appreciated his rural beginnings. As with his ancestors and his immediate family, his early life was shaped by the rhythms of subsistence farming. He learned to care for domestic animals, cultivate grains and vegetables, and plant trees to provide food and shelter. With formal schooling confined to six months of the year, he was able to devote the rest of each year to farming—to rise with the sun and persist in tasks that would have delayed returns. Years after moving from farm to factory, he would celebrate his rural childhood. He marked with red pencil those passages in Orison Swett Marden’s inspirational book, Pushing to the Front, that confirmed his experience: “One of the greatest boons that can ever come to a human being is to be born on a farm and reared in the country. … The country boy is constantly thrown upon his own resources, forced to think for himself, and rely on his ingenuity and inventiveness.”2


A most important part of his rural beginnings was his family—his parents and thirteen sisters and brothers. All of his immediate family enjoyed good health. His mother and six sisters lived on average more than seventy-seven years, and his father and brothers, more than eighty. Beyond that, everyone in his family married at least once (two remarried after the death of a spouse); and when it came time for him, his siblings, and parents to leave their family farm, to join the millions of US citizens who were migrating to factories in the late nineteenth century, most chose to settle together. At least ten of the sixteen chose to move from Berks County to Spring City, a small town on the Schuylkill River about twenty-five miles northwest of Philadelphia.3

So too did Ira value his formal education. Although he had only eight years of elementary schooling, that education was comprehensive enough to equip him for success in an English-speaking industrial world. The public schools in late nineteenth-century Berks County were placed in townships throughout the county and in districts within each township. School number seven in Perry Township was less than a quarter mile from Ira’s home; all eight grades in that school were taught in a single building of just over one thousand square feet with an adjacent playground.4 School opened in early October and ended at the beginning of April; all instruction was in English; and students were assumed to be Christians. Teachers were to begin each day with a prayer, a reading from the Bible, and a hymn. They were enjoined to guard against immorality and cruelty, and to protect property—to remain with their pupils during recess and to keep their schools warm and clean.5

The curriculum was built around reading, writing, and arithmetic. Although Ira and many of his classmates heard German at home, their schooling was in English. The Perry Township School Board furnished each school with English-language readers, grammars, spellers, and—most important—dictionaries (three copies of Webster’s International Dictionary and one hundred smaller dictionaries per school). The basic readers were complemented by histories and geographies as well as books on health and psychology—all in English. For the most advanced students, those who had studied arithmetic, the school board provided a business series.6 So it was that by the time he was eighteen, Ira was able to read, write, and speak English.7 He was always grateful for his formal education and took exceptional trouble to see that his own children were well educated by public schools, tutors, private secondary schools, and a most reputable college and university.8

A separate but equally important part of Ira’s education was his Lutheran upbringing. His parents—especially his mother—were unusually devout. They made sure that he was baptized in the Evangelical Reformed Zion Church in Perry Township, his paternal aunt and uncle as godparents. Ira’s father was a trustee of Zion Church, and his mother, a zealous member of the congregation. When his father forbade his mother going to church, she said she would go were there as many devils as trees along the way.9 And when Ira was fifteen, he enrolled with twenty other boys and girls in a six-month study of Martin Luther’s catechism—in preparation for becoming a member of Zion Church in April 1898.10 Luther’s beliefs prepared Ira for his subsequent migration to an industrial world. According to Luther, God required man to be diligent in his calling, to pursue his work as a divine duty. By the turn of the twentieth century, Luther’s ideas were fueling the rise of capitalism in the United States. Ira was particularly attracted to the benefits of diligence in a calling. He repeatedly marked the passages in his copy of Marden’s Pushing to the Front that enjoined boys and girls to be diligent, industrious, and persistent.11

By the summer of 1900, Ira had left home. He was living with and working for another Berks County farmer, Fred Schock, in neighboring Tilden Township across the Schuylkill River from the Gruber homestead. It is possible that Ira had met Schock through Zion Lutheran Church. Ira was then eighteen and thoroughly familiar with farmwork. Although not an imposing presence—he was short and slight (five feet, seven inches and 135 pounds), with a quiet manner—he was an attractive, industrious, and trustworthy young man. He was someone Schock could have living with him, his wife, and teenage daughter.12 Ira had other good qualities that became apparent as the Schocks came to know him: He was close to his brothers and sisters; he had clearly benefited from his formal education; and, perhaps above all, he had learned through his Lutheran faith the moral value of work, of diligence in a calling. Ira was a wonderfully industrious and skilled farmhand. He was accustomed to long summer days, to persisting with tasks until they were done, and to doing his work thoroughly.

The very qualities that had helped him in his first job soon won him a second. At Thanksgiving in 1900—as a reward for his part in completing that year’s harvest—Ira got a holiday and a railroad ticket to visit his sister Ella Tyson in Spring City, Pennsylvania. Ella and her husband Edward were among the millions of Americans who were moving from farms to towns and cities. They had settled in Spring City, a thriving small town on the Schuylkill River about halfway from Berks County to Philadelphia. While with Ella, Ira wandered into the shipping department of the National Underwear Company, where he was put to work building crates. The owner of the mill was so impressed with Ira’s industry that he hired him on the spot. Ira had just enough time to go home, gather his clothes, and return to work on the following Monday.13

Gruber would work for National Underwear for more than six years, from the fall of 1900 until the spring of 1907. National Underwear was a relatively new company. It had been chartered in 1896 to manufacture “knit goods of all kinds for underwear and hosiery.”14 Ira gradually learned every aspect of the business: He tended and fixed knitting machines, made up samples of garments, recorded designs and price lists, and supervised other workers. By 1904 he was superintendent of the Spring City plant. As his responsibilities increased, so did his income—from 63 7/11 cents per day to $1.82 per day. By 1903 he was working only eight-and-a-half-hour days and taking holidays to visit his parents, see Revolutionary War sites, and go hunting. He was able to move from his sister’s house to increasingly attractive lodgings in nearby Royersford and then in Spring City.15 In early 1906 he began courting Anna Latshaw, a young woman who would eventually become his wife. He joined her church, transferring his membership from Zion Lutheran Church in Berks County to the First Reformed Church of Spring City.16

Notwithstanding his increasing prosperity, he discovered he did not have the money he needed to buy a house and marry. When he began work with National Underwear, his employer had withheld a substantial part of his pay, saying he was too young to manage his own funds. With steadily increasing pay and few expenses, Gruber had never needed money until he decided to marry. Only then did he learn that his employer refused to give him the wages he had been withholding for more than six years. His employer did eventually pay him about half of what he owed him. Ira took that money and left National Underwear.17

He soon found a way to turn misfortune into a substantial advantage: He would draw upon his experience, reputation, friends, and family to create a business that would ultimately bring him remarkable wealth and leisure. On May 23, 1907, the Spring City Daily Sun reported that “two prominent young men” were planning to start a new industry in Spring City. The front-page story identified the young men as Ira Gruber, superintendent of the National Underwear Company, and John S. Witt, a Main Street grocer. The story went on to say that the young men would be manufacturing ladies’ underwear—employing initially between twenty and thirty hands in what had once been a gristmill.18 In early June Gruber and Witt applied for a charter for their new company, the Spring City Knitting Company, and opened a bank account in the Spring City National Bank with an initial deposit of $3,550 ($1,900 of Gruber’s and $1,650 of Witt’s money). Once they received their charter, they held their first board of directors meeting: electing Gruber president and Witt secretary-treasurer of the company, adopting bylaws, and issuing some $10,000 in capital stock.19

In late July 1907 the Spring City Knitting Company was beginning to manufacture and sell ladies’ underwear. Its opening was marred by a fire that destroyed some machinery and finished goods. But in August the company had twenty men and women operating three knitting and eight sewing machines in the former gristmill. Gruber was able to draw upon the company’s account in the Spring City National Bank to meet expenses: pay the rent and provide power for the mill, buy the yarn and braid for the garments, pay the employees, and maintain the machines and ship the finished goods. He relied on Edward H. Clift, a New York agent he had come to know while at National Underwear, to provide credit in purchasing yarn and to market his underwear. For the first few months, Gruber concentrated on making one small size, which took less material and sold at the same price as the larger sizes. In October 1907 the Spring City Knitting Company began receiving returns on its first sales.20

Starting his company had forced Gruber to delay his plans for buying a house and marrying. But once the company was successfully begun, he and Anna Latshaw lost no time in planning their wedding. Although they were members of the First Reformed Church of Spring City—they had met at that church—they decided to marry in Berks County at Zion Lutheran Church where Ira had received his earliest religious training, where all of his immediate family might easily attend, and where Ira’s pastor, the Rev. Henry C. Kline, might preside. Spring City newspapers carried accounts of the wedding, which took place on November 28, 1907, saying Anna was a prominent member of the First Reformed Church and Ira a “wealthy manufacturer.” Ira and Anna would be living with her parents in Spring City.21

The Spring City newspapers might well have exaggerated Gruber’s wealth in 1907, but not his energy or ambition. Soon after his marriage, he gained control of the Spring City Knitting Company and greatly expanded its production and profits. He began by offering to buy his partners’ stock. When the partners, the Witts, refused to sell, he borrowed money from his New York agent, his brother-in-law, and his company to make a winning offer—to pay the Witts more than half the book value of the company’s assets (its raw materials, machinery, finished goods, and cash). The Witts in turn gave up their stock and offices in the company and resigned from its board of directors.22 On March 1, 1909, Gruber became president and treasurer of the company and his younger brothers, Robert and Norman, vice president and secretary.23 That summer, when he could no longer increase production to fill existing orders for his underwear and there was no unused floor space or power in the building he was renting, Gruber decided to build his own larger factory. The new factory, begun in August and completed in December 1909, included a basement and two stories with room for roughly 100 women and men to make underwear.24 But even the new mill was not large enough to keep pace with increasing orders. In the ensuing five years, he added a third story and wing to the 1909 mill as well as a completely separate office building. The additions allowed Gruber to install at least forty knitting and thirty sewing machines and to employ more than 120 workers—including some women who assembled garments in their homes.25


[image: Ira spent his summers in Canada throughout the First World War. After the United States entered the war in 1917, Ira sought the permission of his draft board and the State Department to authorize his travel. This photograph might have been taken to accompany a passport application in 1917 or 1918.]
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As the Spring City Knitting Company grew, so too did its profits and Gruber’s income. The company soon entered the era of World War I, selling ladies’ underwear throughout the United States and Great Britain, filling orders from such national retailers as F. W. Woolworth, W. T. Grant, and Sears, Roebuck as well as hundreds of small American shops and F. W. Millington of Liverpool, England. The company also made men’s shirts for the armed forces after the United States entered the war in April 1917.26 Such a volume of orders kept the company and its profits growing, and as president and treasurer, Gruber found a variety of ways to reward himself. In 1911 he was taking an annual salary of $30,500, which he increased to $42,000 in 1913 and $84,000 in 1914. He also gave himself bonuses of $7,625 in 1912 and $7,500 in 1915, provided himself a dividend of $18,000 in 1918, and sold the whole company for $225,000 in 1920.27 These were large sums at a time when a fine house and four lots in Spring City sold for $2,500, and the Spring City Knitting Company built its new office building for $2,300.28

By the end of World War I, Gruber was a wealthy man. His wealth was founded primarily on the success of his knitting company, and he would continue to benefit from the company’s success for another forty years. But by 1920 he had found other ways to secure and increase his wealth: by investing in real estate, municipal bonds, and corporate stocks. Not all of his investments were a success. He wasted money and time on a coal mine in West Virginia.29 He fared far better buying, renting, and selling residential properties in Spring City and its twin borough, Royersford—no fewer than thirteen houses and lots between 1908 and 1920, including one elegant house on Broad Street, Spring City, that would be his home from 1911 to 1927.30 At the same time, he bought summer retreats in both the United States and Canada: a forty-acre farm six miles west of Spring City, and a bungalow on the Southwest Miramichi River just outside Doaktown, New Brunswick.31 But even these extensive investments in real estate could not absorb all the money he was making at the Spring City Knitting Company. Beginning in 1911, he worked with brokers in at least three cities to develop an elaborate portfolio of bonds and stocks—enough to help support his increasing enthusiasm for horticulture, travel, and field sports.32


[image: The bungalow served as a home while he hunted, trapped, and fished in New Brunswick. By 1930 he was concentrating on fishing for Atlantic salmon—remaining in Doaktown from late spring to early autumn—and splitting his time between the Southwest Miramichi River and the tying bench in the shed behind his bungalow.]
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Wealth alone did not ensure that Gruber would have the leisure to pursue his avocations. How did he gain that leisure? His extensive knowledge of manufacturing underwear and meticulous record keeping (efficiency of individual workers, consumption of raw materials) freed him from the day-to-day supervision of operations at the Spring City Knitting Company.33 So too did his reliance on family members who worked throughout the company: his brother-in-law Edward Tyson, who had helped him buy out the Witts and became a foreman; his brother Robert, who was vice president of the company, held US patents on improvements to knitting machines, and could repair nearly any equipment needed to manufacture underwear; and his brother Norman, secretary of the company, who oversaw the shipping of finished goods. Other members of his family worked throughout the mill: brother Gus in shipping, sisters-in-law Blanche Gruber and Ethel Latshaw in shipping and sewing, and brother-in-law Paul Spohn. As one local newspaper saw it, the Spring City Knitting Company had had the “most remarkable growth,” was very well organized, and employed efficient workers of good character.34 Gruber had created a business that almost ran by itself.


[image: Ira kept postcards showing the Southwest Miramichi flowing to the northeast between Doaktown and Newcastle. His bungalow overlooked the river, but he needed postcards to get this broader perspective of the river.]
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By the autumn of 1912, Gruber was able to take time once again for the field sports that he had enjoyed before starting the Spring City Knitting Company. In October he and three friends traveled to north-central Pennsylvania for hunting and fishing along Lycoming Creek. The following year he went much farther afield, some twenty-six hours by train from Spring City to Fredericton, New Brunswick, for hunting, trapping, and fishing in the forests west of the Southwest Miramichi River.35 That trip clearly went well: It was the first of more than forty annual Canadian holidays. In the winter of 1916, he added several weeks of hunting and fishing on the west coast of Florida—at Homosassa, about eighty miles north of St. Petersburg. Although he would not return to Florida for more than twenty years, his winter visit to Homosassa was important in another way: It marked the beginning of his taking his wife Anna whenever he went hunting or fishing. Indeed, that autumn he and Anna, together with one of her friends, went to New Brunswick hunting deer and moose.36

The United States’ entry into World War I in April 1917 did not stop his annual trips to Canada. The war clearly required more work at the Spring City Knitting Company—to produce underwear for the armed forces and to find replacements for the men who were drafted. The war also required Gruber to register for the draft and to get a passport and permission to travel. But with some adjustments in his schedule, he and Anna were able to go hunting in New Brunswick in 1917 and 1918. In 1918 they were able to take not only another of Anna’s friends but also their own children—Edward, who was ten, and Marian, eight.37 At the end of the war, they were beginning to consider even longer family stays in Canada.


[image: Ira valued this postcard showing his fellow anglers fishing for salmon in the Southwest Miramichi, probably east of Doaktown, in the 1930s.]
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Indeed, Ira was soon ready for profound changes in his work and leisure. His mother and uncle had died in September 1918, and the end of fighting in Europe that November forced him to restore peacetime production of women’s underwear at the Spring City Knitting Company and to negotiate new contracts with his retailers.38 These added burdens as well as Ira’s increasing prominence in his town and industry significantly limited the time that he had for himself and his family. In 1919 he helped plan the homecoming for the 3,300 men from Chester County who had served in the war; he also agreed to become a director of the Chester County branch of the Pennsylvania Manufacturers Association and to remain on the board of the National Bank of Spring City.39 Within a year, he had had enough of work and civic responsibilities. He decided to stop manufacturing underwear and to devote much more of his time to his family and field sports.

He began in April 1920 by selling the Spring City Knitting Company, building a summer home in Canada, and shifting his primary residence from Spring City to his farm in nearby Pughtown. He was then thirty-eight years old and wealthy enough to support an extended family living in more than one house—his wife, two young children, an aging father, and an unmarried younger sister as well as cooks and caretakers—keep up his homes, and take extended vacations. Selling the Spring City Knitting Company to the Ballard Knitting Company of Norristown, Pennsylvania, in April 1920 brought him an additional $225,000.40 Although $45,000 of that price was to be paid in two years, the remainder together with his investments in real estate, bonds, and stocks gave him all the money he needed to live comfortably, indefinitely, without any regular work. He had previously bought land near Doaktown, New Brunswick. Now he began building a house on that land, a single-story house that would allow for extended Canadian holidays.41 At the same time, he shifted his primary residence from Spring City to Pughtown, Pennsylvania. He kept his elegant house in Spring City as a home for his father and youngest sister. But he, Anna, and their children moved to Pughtown where they could escape the bustle of Spring City and settle into the rhythms of rural life.42 That May they left Pughtown for the first of many summers in Canada.

By June 1920 he and Anna were ready to move into their new house just outside Doaktown, New Brunswick. That house, or bungalow as they called it, was on the highway from Fredericton to Newcastle, overlooking the Main Southwest Miramichi. It was spacious and comfortable, if primitive by comparison with their houses in Pennsylvania. There was room enough for Ira and Anna, their two children, and at least one or two companions from the United States. Ira would regularly bring a teacher for the children and a friend for Anna. But in the 1920s or 1930s there was no electricity, indoor plumbing, or central heating. Oil lamps provided light in the short summer nights. Ice harvested in winter from the Miramichi kept food cold in a chest on the back porch. Wooden pipes brought spring water to an outdoor pump. Wood-burning stoves cooked the food and heated the house. And everyone bathed in a portable tub or basin. In addition to the house, there was a cluster of other buildings: a shed where Ira stored his rods, reels, and boots and would in 1937 begin tying his flies; an icehouse; a boathouse; and a freestanding privy. The bungalow and its appendages might have lacked some conveniences of town or city living, but they would serve Ira and Anna well for more than thirty-five years.43 In 1920 they expected to live in Canada each year from late spring to early autumn, supported by a full-time guide and housekeeper who would serve as caretakers the remainder of the year while the Grubers were in the United States.

The sale of the Spring City Knitting Company and the completion of his house in Doaktown contributed to an important change in Ira Gruber’s sporting life. During the time he owned and operated a knitting mill in Pennsylvania, he went to Canada for relatively short periods, usually not more than four to eight weeks in the autumn to hunt deer, moose, and bear; three or four weeks in the spring to trap beaver, fox, and skunk; and a few weeks in the spring or summer to fish for trout. On these visits, which began in 1912, he stayed briefly at the Aberdeen Hotel in Doaktown but mainly at his cabin in the forest northwest of town.44 Once Ira had sold his knitting company and built his bungalow, he was free to stay comfortably in Canada for months at a time, arriving in late spring and staying until autumn or early winter and adding fishing for salmon to his hunting, trapping, and fishing for trout. By 1920 he had found a guide who shared all of his sporting interests, who could take care of his house and cabin while he was in the United States, and whose wife and daughter were suitable companions for the Grubers. Irvine Robinson served as Ira Gruber’s guide and caretaker from roughly 1918 until 1931, looking after and helping him improve his properties, accompanying him whenever he was in Canada, and helping him make the transition from hunting and trapping to fishing for salmon. As early as the summer of 1920, Ira was fly fishing for salmon in the Southwest Miramichi, and when in 1923 he began to have trouble with his eyes—trouble that could not be corrected with eyeglasses and that made it impossible to use a rifle—he was ready to make fishing for salmon his primary recreation in Canada. Summer evenings on the river were now more rewarding than fall or spring days in the forest. As for so many sportsmen in the 1920s and 1930s, salmon were replacing moose in Ira’s sporting life.45
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Even so, in the winter of 1924 Ira Gruber decided to end his retirement and return to manufacturing women’s underwear. For nearly four years since selling the Spring City Knitting Company, he had lived primarily on his farm near Pughtown, Pennsylvania, keeping up with the planting and harvesting of crops, the education of his children, the profits from the sale of his company, and the management of his investments in real estate, stocks, and bonds. He spent good portions of each year in Canada—fishing, hunting, and trapping. Why then in March 1924 did he return to manufacturing women’s underwear? Why did he reacquire the Spring City Knitting Company? He certainly did not need the money. He knew that the company he had founded was not flourishing under its new owner, the Ballard Knitting Company of Norristown, Pennsylvania. His brothers and brothers-in-law had been telling him that the Spring City plant did not have orders enough to keep the workers steadily employed. Beyond that, Ballard had disrupted the morale of the employees by changing managers, promoting some and demoting others who had worked for Gruber. As early as the autumn of 1920, his brothers had begun asking him about buying out Ballard. Finally, in March 1924 he did. Perhaps he acted out of consideration for his many relatives and former employees who were unhappy working for Ballard in a sputtering factory. Perhaps he found Ballard eager to sell. Perhaps, as his wife said in retrospect, he was simply bored with a life shaped mainly by farming and field sports. Whatever his motivations, on March 21, 1924, he bought the Spring City Knitting Company, took immediate possession, and announced that the plant would continue making women’s underwear.46
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For at least five years after he returned to work, Gruber and the Spring City Knitting Company flourished. He reestablished ties with Clift and Goodrich, the New York agents who had helped him start his own business and who found markets for him once again. He was able to buy yarns and other raw materials from a variety of suppliers and sell underwear to such prominent national retailers as W. T. Grant, J. C. Penney, and S. H. Kress.47 He continued to have the wealth and the time for annual holidays in Canada, accompanied by secretaries as well as tutors. He sent his children to private boarding schools and fashionable colleges: Edward to the Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania and Marian to Hood College in Frederick, Maryland. And he made two very substantial purchases for himself and his business. In 1927 he paid $45,000 for a 260-acre estate outside Pottstown, about seven miles northwest of Spring City, and the following year, $27,000 for an additional knitting mill in Phoenixville, about four miles east of Spring City. He moved at once to his new estate, began making improvements to the house and grounds, and sold his Pughtown farm.48
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Gruber soon turned the main house on his new estate into a mansion. The original house, called Bellewood, was a large, rectangular, stone building that had been built in the 1830s to face north toward the Schuylkill River. Its east end overlooked the village of Kenilworth; its west, Mt. Zion Cemetery; and its south, the main road from Philadelphia to Reading. Gruber reversed the front and back of the house, adding a portico to the south and a two-story porch to the north, each supported by four tall columns with Doric capitals. He attached a basement garage and two additional floors to the east end and a sunroom to the ground floor of the west. All the exterior stone walls were then covered with stucco and painted white. When these renovations were finished, Bellewood contained twenty-three rooms in four floors—basement, ground, second, and attic—in what was then called a classical revival style of domestic architecture. In 1980 it would be recommended for listing in the National Register of Historic Places; in 2016 it was demolished.49

Renovating the house was only a small part of what Gruber had in mind for his estate. Perhaps inspired by what he had seen of the DuPont gardens in Wilmington, Delaware, he intended to create a large horticultural park as a setting for Bellewood. He began by demolishing a farmhouse and cattle barn that lay to the east of the main house, replacing them with spring-fed ornamental pools. The larger of these pools provided a rectangular bed for water lilies and carp; the smaller, a circular reflecting pond. The overflow from these pools made its way east to a lake framed by weeping willows and stocked with lilies, bass, and perch. North of the rectangular pool, Gruber built a free-standing, four-car garage with an upper story to serve as a machine shop. The mansion and garage were connected to each other and the highway by a sweeping circular drive that would be paved with white asphalt. And between the mansion and the Schuylkill River, he built a shed and a stable.


[image: View of the south front of Ira Gruber’s Pennsylvania mansion, Bellewood, in springtime, about 1950. When not fishing in New Brunswick or Florida, Gruber spent his days at Bellewood, developing his horticultural park, preparing for ensuing fishing seasons, and casting for bass in his lake and ponds.]
View of the south front of Ira Gruber’s Pennsylvania mansion, Bellewood, in springtime, about 1950. When not fishing in New Brunswick or Florida, Gruber spent his days at Bellewood, developing his horticultural park, preparing for ensuing fishing seasons, and casting for bass in his lake and ponds.



Most important, Gruber began replacing his pastures and cultivated fields with ornamental trees. He marked the east boundary of the estate with black walnut trees; the south, with groves of evergreens and eventually an orchard; the west, with cedars of Lebanon; and the north, with a forest of deciduous trees that ran to the banks of the Schuylkill. Nearer to the mansion, he planted groves of larch and chestnut as well as specimen trees that he admired: sycamore, copper beech, silver maple, American elm, cork-bark elm, tulip poplar, cryptomeria, catalpa, hemlock, white spruce, and birch. Beneath some of the specimens he added understory trees and shrubs—rhododendron, laurel, mulberries, holly, azaleas, and forsythia. From the beginning he invested most heavily in flowering dogwood, planting about one thousand per year in the 1930s and 1940s. Although many of the dogwood died (girdled by borers), about thirteen thousand remained in the 1950s, attracting by then as many as one hundred thousand visitors per year. Visitors were drawn mainly by the white and pink blossoms in spring but also by the red leaves and berries in autumn.50

While Gruber was rebuilding Bellewood and incorporating the Phoenixville mill into his Spring City Knitting Company, the US economy suffered a series of shocks and Gruber, a most serious illness. In October 1929 the value of stocks on the New York Exchange began to fall, triggering what would become the most severe economic depression in US history. The Great Depression of the 1930s was marked by the collapse of stock prices and the demand for manufactured goods, the retrenchment and failure of businesses, the widespread loss of jobs (some twelve million workers were unemployed by 1931), and the failure of about 20 percent of US banks. Such severe shocks to the economy had an impact on even the most prosperous businesses, including the Spring City Knitting Company and its president, Ira Gruber. As the demand for women’s underwear fell, Gruber had to rely more than he wished on a single retailer, J. C. Penney, to market his goods and to keep his machines running. Fortunately for Gruber, the demand for yarn was also falling, and he was able to buy raw materials below established prices, especially through B. Everett Jordan and Sellers Mills of Saxapawhaw, North Carolina. Jordan had come to Pennsylvania in the summer of 1930 hoping to find new outlets for his spinning mills. He and Gruber soon established a mutually satisfying business relationship, one that would endure through the Depression and well beyond.51

But the Depression would take its toll on Gruber as well as his business. At least, the continued decline of the US economy coincided with a crisis in his health. In October 1931 he was hospitalized with diabetes, with seriously elevated levels of glucose in his blood caused by his body’s failure to produce insulin. Fortunately for him, scientists had recently succeeded in isolating and purifying insulin, giving doctors a new approach to treating diabetes. Even so, Gruber was in and out of hospitals for more than a year before his doctors found a comprehensive and effective way of stabilizing his health. They eventually combined daily injections of insulin with a carefully balanced diet—a diet in which proteins, carbohydrates, and fats were weighed and apportioned to help successfully manage his illness.

He was especially fortunate at this stage of his illness to have a wife who had the intelligence, energy, and time to care for him. Anna was then forty-three, six years younger than Ira, and in excellent health. She had the means to hire servants to keep up her homes in Pennsylvania and New Brunswick, freeing her from most domestic chores. Her children were now young adults, just finishing college and able to support her in an emergency. Above all, Anna was by nature an energetic person with the intelligence and determination to help Ira with his diabetes: see that his meals were properly prepared and served exactly on time, keep him clean and free from infection, maintain a social life with friends and family, and minimize the frustrations of daily living. She was especially important in keeping Ira in touch with his church and fishing community, and she was his playing partner when during winters in Florida he would take up shuffleboard (they would win the senior mixed-doubles championship at their club).

But even with Anna’s help Ira was too ill to work regularly as head of the Spring City Knitting Company. He would have to sell his company or find someone who could manage it for him. He decided to continue as president of Spring City, retain a controlling interest in its stock, and give his son, Edward, a chance to manage the company. Once again, he was fortunate. His son, who had graduated from the Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania in June 1931, proved a most capable manager, a man with the energy and skill to keep the mills running successfully through the depths of the Depression.52 So it was that Ira Gruber learned to live with his diabetes. He learned to rely on insulin, a carefully measured diet, and retirement from the daily management of his business to stabilize his health and enrich his life.

It did take Gruber and his son several years to learn how to work together—to manage the Spring City Knitting Company in the midst of the Great Depression. Gruber had always sought to protect his company by having many sources of raw materials and many retail outlets for his underwear. The Depression forced his son to rely heavily on a few mills to provide yarn and a few retailers to sell his underwear. In 1932 Edward began to buy yarn from Sellers Mills in North Carolina at a price that allowed Spring City to make underwear profitably. The next year he was able to sell nearly all that his mills produced through J. C. Penney. But when he needed more yarn than Sellers could supply, he was unable to buy that yarn at a price that allowed continued profits. Ira Gruber, doubting both the profits that his son was reporting and the system of accounting that his son had learned at the Wharton School, insisted on closing the mills for a complete inventory and on keeping two sets of books, his own and those preferred at Wharton. Gradually, Gruber gained confidence that his son could manage Spring City in the depths of the Depression. By 1934 he had made Edward vice president, general manager, and member of the board; given him 17 percent of the company’s stock; and installed him in the recently renovated Bellewood.53
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These arrangements, together with the success of the Spring City Knitting Company and with income from other investments, allowed Gruber to travel with the seasons and indulge his passion for sport-fishing, even during the worst years of the Depression. In 1930 he had engaged a new guide in New Brunswick, Wilson J. Russell, a native of Doaktown who had worked in Detroit in the 1920s and was returning home to resume a life in field sports. Russell, known as Bing, was then in his late twenties with an excellent reputation as a guide and as a trustworthy, likeable person. Gruber could rely on Bing to join in studying the salmon of the Southwest Miramichi—especially in understanding their feeding habits and in selecting the artificial flies that were most likely to attract them at various times, seasons, and temperatures. Beyond that, he could depend on Bing’s knowing when and where to fish, how to manage a boat or canoe, and how to prepare meals by the river that suited Gruber’s special diet. For well over two decades, Bing was to be an indispensable part of Gruber’s life, not only as his fishing guide and companion but also as the caretaker of his Canadian house and gardens.54

In 1937 Gruber made two other decisions that would significantly change his fishing and his reputation as a fisherman. That winter, and while in Florida, he decided to buy a house in St. Petersburg and to include Florida in his annual travels. It is possible that he found Pennsylvania winters too cold for his diabetic body. It is also possible that he was attracted to the prospect of extending and enriching his fishing year, of being able to cast for saltwater fish when the lakes and rivers of New Brunswick and Pennsylvania were frozen.55


[image: Ira bought this house at 1030 Beach Drive NE, St. Petersburg, Florida, in 1937. He lived in this house for at least fifteen winters, tying flies for the Miramichi and playing shuffleboard at a nearby private club.]
Ira bought this house at 1030 Beach Drive NE, St. Petersburg, Florida, in 1937. He lived in this house for at least fifteen winters, tying flies for the Miramichi and playing shuffleboard at a nearby private club.



It is certain that as soon as he returned to Canada for the summer of 1937, he decided to tie his own flies for the salmon of the Southwest Miramichi. He began by employing a most accomplished tier and teacher, Everett Price of Blackville, New Brunswick. Price, who lived about twenty miles northeast of Doaktown on the Miramichi, was an experienced angler. He had worked as a guide and warden and developed his own hair-wing salmon flies. He seems to have given Gruber an excellent start: a preference for durable flies that mimicked the insects of the Miramichi and, above all, caught salmon.56

Price was Ira Gruber’s first teacher, but he was only one of many. For nearly twenty-five years before he sought Price’s help, Gruber had been buying and evaluating flies sold by such commercial outfitters as Wallace Doak and D’Arcy O’Donnell of Doak-town; Allcock, Laight & Westwood Co. of Toronto, Canada; and S. Allcock of Redditch, England.57 Even after beginning to tie his own flies, Gruber continued to get flies from professional tiers, to see how established patterns were tied and which were most effective on the Southwest Miramichi. He was also buying books to supplement what he had learned from Price and other tiers: George Parker Holden’s Streamcraft: An Angling Manual (1936), Hardy’s Anglers’ Guide (1937), and Ray Bergman’s Trout (1938). Those books kept him abreast of patterns that were successful around the North Atlantic and confirmed what he was learning about tying. Holden was particularly important, sustaining his preference for feather-wing patterns that were made of local furs and feathers and that matched the insects feeding trout and salmon on New Brunswick streams.58 But no one was more important than Bing Russell in helping Gruber become an accomplished




[image: A good likeness of Ira Gruber and Bing Russell as they had lunch while fishing near Blackville in 1942. F. D. Fowler, photographer.]
A good likeness of Ira Gruber and Bing Russell as they had lunch while fishing near Blackville in 1942. F. D. Fowler, photographer.
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Bob Swim took this photograph of Bing Russell “at his ease” in Ira’s fishing cabin in October 1954. Bing was then looking after Ira’s New Brunswick properties while Ira was in Pennsylvania for the winter.
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Bob Swim took this photograph of Ira’s fishing cabin in New Brunswick in October 1954. Swim was then visiting Ira’s guide, Bing Russell, who was using the cabin while Ira was in the United States for the winter.
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Ira Gruber and his guide, Bing Russell, often used a flat-bottom boat (as pictured) to fish the Southwest Miramichi—to move along the river, to put ashore on a suitable bank or bar, and to shift from one place to another during the course of a day. Bing managed the boat while Ira fished.




tier. Russell, who had been his guide since 1930, fished with him every day, gathering insects, catching salmon, and reflecting on what they learned about the size, shape, and texture of flies in every season and circumstance.59

By the time World War II began in Europe—September 1939—Gruber was emerging as an industrious and creative tier of flies for Atlantic salmon. He had found outfitters in the United States, Canada, Great Britain, and Norway who could get him the specific materials that he needed, not just the furs, feathers, and threads but especially the dyes, lacquers, and hooks to create flies that matched the insects of the Miramichi. He was able to tie steadily during summers in New Brunswick and winters in Florida, producing about 1,800 flies a year. He sometimes tied flies with hair wings, even flies that were designed to be fished dry on the surface of a stream to suggest a live insect buzzing along the water. He clearly preferred feather-wing flies that were to be fished wet or just below the surface of the water, representing an insect that had drowned and was floating with the current. He usually began with well-known patterns, modifying them to suit the salmon of New Brunswick. But as he came to see the merits of particular designs and materials, he started to create his own patterns—mostly small, drab, buggy flies that had feather wings lying tight against cigar-shaped bodies. And he was most creative just before and during World War II. Well over half of his best-known patterns (Green Drake, Reliable, and Oriole among them) were designed in the late 1930s or early 1940s.60


[image: Ira Gruber with a tarpon that he had caught, likely in Tampa Bay, on the eve of World War II.]
Ira Gruber with a tarpon that he had caught, likely in Tampa Bay, on the eve of World War II.



So successful was he in creating flies that he soon attracted distinguished anglers to his homes in New Brunswick and Florida. In the summer of 1941, Elizabeth Greig, Preston Jennings, and Charles DeFeo all came to visit him in Doaktown. Each was then a most experienced and successful sport fisherman and tier of flies, and each had much in common with Gruber.61 Greig had been tying flies for nearly the whole of her thirty-nine years: as a child in Peebles, Scotland; as an apprentice in a fly-dressing factory in Edinburgh; and, since immigrating to the United States in the early 1930s, as a tier for the Anglers’ Roost, a well-known shop in New York City. She shared Gruber’s preferences for simple, durable patterns that took fish, and she appreciated the originality of his designs.62 Jennings, a forty-eight-year-old New York engineer, had been studying insects and trout on American streams since the 1920s. He had created flies to catch trout by imitating insects, and he had published the results in his A Book of Trout Flies of 1935. By the summer of 1941, he was thinking mainly of salmon and found in Gruber a kindred spirit, someone who studied insects and fish systematically and created flies to match the insects that fish liked best.63 DeFeo was, at fifty, a most accomplished angler and artist. Born in Delaware and educated in Wilmington and Philadelphia, he worked in New York City as an illustrator for sporting magazines and books. He also designed flies for salmon with such success that several authorities called him “perhaps the leading U.S. amateur fly tier.” In July 1941 he went to Doaktown to get Gruber’s help in tying a wet feather-wing fly—to get the wings of such a fly to lie flat against a cigar-shaped body.64 That three such eminent anglers should have called on Gruber was a tribute to his growing reputation: to all that he had accomplished in only four years of tying flies.


[image: This photograph of Anna and Ira Gruber was taken in Florida, probably during World War II. Anna is wearing a brooch made by their friend Earl Gresh, who shared Ira’s talents for manufacturing and angling.]
This photograph of Anna and Ira Gruber was taken in Florida, probably during World War II. Anna is wearing a brooch made by their friend Earl Gresh, who shared Ira’s talents for manufacturing and angling.



None of Gruber’s visitors was more appreciative of his talent than Earl Gresh of St. Petersburg, Florida. Gresh was primarily a saltwater fisherman who had moved to Florida after World War I and become a most accomplished fly dresser. He visited the Grubers during the winter of 1942–1943, after the St. Petersburg Times had carried a story about Ira’s fishing for Atlantic salmon. Gresh, who was then in his late forties, had begun manufacturing wooden products during the Depression (buttons, decorative pins, purses). So successful was his business that by the 1940s he was able to extend his fly fishing from the Gulf shores of Florida to the Southwest Miramichi, Lake Superior, and the Rocky Mountain streams of Wyoming, Montana, and Idaho. In 1944 he went to the Rockies with about a dozen flies that Gruber had tied for him. That July he wrote from Wyoming, saying how grateful he was for the flies and how successful they had been. In six weeks he had caught nearly 1,700 trout on the Madison, Snake, Flat Rock, and Tensleep Rivers—no less than fifty-six rainbows on a single Oriole. He was telling everyone he met that Gruber’s were the best and most durable patterns. He would bring motion pictures as well as photographs to remember his summer, and he encouraged Ira and Anna to join him in Wyoming in 1945.65

While Gruber was getting to know Earl Gresh, he was beginning to attract journalists and others who wrote about fly fishing. In March 1942 the St. Petersburg Times published a long interview describing his angling life. Gruber had been tying his own flies for Atlantic salmon for about five years—mainly copies or modifications of popular patterns—some 1,800 flies per year. Although he said little about the originality of his flies, he made it clear that he spared no expense or trouble in gathering materials for and creating patterns. He obtained some feathers from birds that he raised in Pennsylvania, and he spent literally thousands of dollars buying other feathers—as well as furs, silks, and wools—from outfitters in North America and Europe. Having studied the salmon of New Brunswick’s Southwest Miramichi, he chose to tie relatively small feather-wing flies to be fished wet or under the surface of the water, flies that would resemble the drowned insects that attracted fish on the Miramichi. He always tried to drop a fly in front of a fish, let the fly lie there for a few moments, and, if necessary, remove the fly without rippling the water. Once he succeeded in hooking a fish, he tried to force the fish to swim with the current so as to tire the fish by impeding its breathing. Fly fishing gave Gruber much satisfaction during his Canadian summers.66

By the late 1940s the success of his flies, especially his Oriole, was bringing Gruber increasing recognition. John McDonald’s “Atlantic Salmon” in Fortune for June 1948 included the Oriole in a color illustration. John Atherton’s The Fly and the Fish (1951) did considerably more. Atherton, who preferred small, lightly dressed wet flies for salmon, was intrigued by Gruber’s efforts to minimize the wake of wet flies and his skill in tying feather wings. “Mr. Gruber’s flies are models of perfection. He has a method of winging that produces one of the best types of ‘down wing’ I ever saw.” Atherton included both a dressing and a color drawing of Oriole in his chapter on salmon flies.67

McDonald and Atherton were, of course, reflecting the success that Oriole had in taking salmon on the Miramichi and its popularity with men who tied and sold flies. Art Eastwood and Irving John Smith began tying commercially in the 1940s; each considered Oriole his favorite fly. Ted Williams, the Hall of Fame baseball player who fished the Miramichi and endorsed fishing gear for Sears, Roebuck, hired Smith to teach him how to tie an Oriole.68 Wayne Curtis, whose parents guided Williams and who was to become a most accomplished and prolific writer, remembered Oriole as his favorite fly in the 1950s. Curtis would eventually name his lodge Camp Oriole and his fishing club, the Oriole Anglers Club. No wonder that Jerry Doak, son of legendary outfitter Wallace Doak, considered Oriole a representative fly of the 1950s. “I was very young when Gruber still fished in the area, but I remember Dad mentioning him frequently. His salmon flies became popular by virtue of the considerable amount of time he spent fishing them. Flies like the Oriole and Reliable were very neat and compact, the silhouettes very distinct and linear. There was nothing haphazard about them.”69

In the late 1940s and early 1950s, Ira Gruber seemed free to enjoy his angling life. His health was remarkably stable for a man turning seventy who smoked tobacco and was being treated for diabetes. His Spring City Knitting Company was flourishing under his son’s increasingly experienced and skilled management, and his income—$50,000 a year in 1948—was more than he needed to maintain his estate in Pennsylvania and his seasonal homes in New Brunswick and Florida. He and Anna were spending summers in Doaktown, winters in St. Petersburg, and parts of each spring and fall in Chester County, Pennsylvania. In the summer of 1949, he approved an increase in his company’s




[image: Inside of Veniard’s Pattern Card, c. 1940. It shows forty dyes that Veniard offered to anglers who tied their own flies. Gruber relied on that card and Veniard’s dyes to get just the right shades of furs, feathers, and threads for his flies—to create dressings that would attract the Atlantic salmon of the Southwest Miramichi.]
Inside of Veniard’s Pattern Card, c. 1940. It shows forty dyes that Veniard offered to anglers who tied their own flies. Gruber relied on that card and Veniard’s dyes to get just the right shades of furs, feathers, and threads for his flies—to create dressings that would attract the Atlantic salmon of the Southwest Miramichi.




[image: Gruber relied on many outfitters to supply the materials for his flies—none more so than E. Veniard of Surry, England, who advertised dyes for feathers and furs in this Pattern Card.]
Gruber relied on many outfitters to supply the materials for his flies—none more so than E. Veniard of Surry, England, who advertised dyes for feathers and furs in this Pattern Card.




capital stock from $200,000 to $600,000, reflecting the growth of the company and allowing for a further increase in his income. The following year he also approved his son’s decision to stop manufacturing women’s and to concentrate on men’s and boys’ underwear.70 By the early 1950s, with his business and income secure and his health stable, Gruber was able to think mainly of fishing and tying flies for Atlantic salmon, with some time in every season for family, friends, and entertainment.

In 1951 or 1952 his son began to talk of expanding the Spring City Knitting Company. To reduce the time required to deliver underwear to the West Coast—to meet the needs of national retailers selling clothes to a shifting population—Edward proposed building a factory west of the Mississippi. He sent his New York agent to see where best to locate such a factory. That agent, having considered laws, climate, population, and potential markets, recommended building a new factory near Phoenix, Arizona. Ira Gruber objected most forcefully, saying the board of directors had not been properly consulted and that building a new factory in Arizona would threaten to idle the existing factories in Pennsylvania. When he and his son could not agree, Ira told his son to buy his stock and take control of the company. Edward did just that, valuing Ira’s stock at $2.5 million and raising the entire amount through a combination of his own money ($300,000) and loans from Wachovia Bank ($1.9 million) and Everett Jordan’s North Carolina spinning companies ($300,000). These transactions were complete in late 1953; Ira Gruber gave up his stock and retired from the Spring City Knitting Company in 1954, and the new factory opened in Glendale, Arizona, in 1955. Under Edward Gruber’s direction the company grew dramatically, becoming by the late 1960s the largest manufacturer of men’s underwear in the United States.71

Once retired, Ira had the wealth and leisure to live as he wished. But the struggle over the expansion of the Spring City Knitting Company had coincided with—or perhaps precipitated—further illness. He had suffered a stroke before selling his stock, and that stroke seems to have ended his fishing and tying of flies. In June 1955 Anna went to Doaktown to close their house—remove some of the possessions that she and Ira had accumulated in thirty-five summers and prepare the house for Edward and guests of the Spring City Knitting Company.72 Thereafter, she and Ira would live at Bellewood for much of each year, going to Florida in the winter for the warm weather and shuffleboard. But their travels were sometimes delayed by illness, and in the summer of 1958, Ira suffered a disabling stroke. His walking, talking, and eating were impaired for the rest of his life. He died at Bellewood in July 1962.73

When Ira Gruber died, he left more than a thousand flies and his favorite angling books at Bellewood, the residue of nearly twenty years of sustained fishing and tying. Those flies and annotated books showed that he had tied at least 138 patterns for Atlantic salmon: 38 of his own creation and 100 modifications or copies of established patterns. All were part of his son’s inheritance, which included Bellewood (the mansion) and the 260-acre estate that his parents had purchased in 1927. In part because his mother had the right to live at Bellewood for the rest of her life, Edward began building his own mansion on what was now his estate. Once that new mansion was finished—in 1964—Edward moved in, taking his father’s flies with him. The bulk of those flies were to remain in large glass cases in Edward’s mansion until he died in 1996.74 But Edward also gave away some of his father’s flies, not only to family and friends but also to a few historians and curators.

Edward proved to be a most effective custodian of his father’s flies and reputation. When Ira died, he was well known among fly fishermen of the Southwest Miramichi as a thoughtful angler and careful tier of flies for Atlantic salmon. But only one of Gruber’s patterns had been published during his lifetime—only Oriole had appeared in print with a color photograph and dressing. About four or five years after Ira died, Edward sent a selection of his father’s flies to Joseph D. Bates, who was among the best historians of fly fishing and an expert on “specific patterns and their originators.” Bates identified fourteen of the flies that he received as Ira Gruber originals, four as adaptations of established patterns, and another three as copies of flies that Ira admired. Bates incorporated all except one of the originals and adaptations with dressings in his Atlantic Salmon Flies and Fishing (1970) and added color photographs of Black Spider, Oriole, Stone Fly, and Reliable.75 Six years later he published dressings for all the flies he had received from Edward, save Green Drake, as “The Salmon Flies of Ira Gruber: A Catalog of Patterns from an Angling Pioneer” in The Flyfisher for 1976. Although Bates did not have a complete set of Ira Gruber’s original patterns—only a selection—his book and article included all of Gruber’s most important flies and greatly enhanced Ira’s reputation. So too did Ted Niemeyer’s “Ira Gruber: Master Tier” in the Fly Fisherman for January/February 1981 and Gruber’s citation in the Atlantic Salmon Museum’s Hall of Fame (1984).76

Taken together, Bates’s book and article, Niemeyer’s column, and the Atlantic Salmon Museum’s citation defined Gruber’s contributions to fly fishing. According to Bates, Gruber was among the North American tiers who in the 1930s and 1940s experimented with simplified feather-and hair-wing patterns for salmon—patterns that used local feathers and furs to produce relatively inexpensive yet effective flies. Gruber was primarily responsible for developing the Miramichi-type salmon fly, a relatively small, drab wet fly with wings hugging a cigar-shaped body. That fly began with a sparse tail and a short, fat body of silk, wool, or nylon that was ribbed with fine-turned tinsel and tapered sometimes to the rear. The hackle was short and sparse, ending at the barb of the hook, and the wings were tied to lie close to the body and end at the bend of the hook. Niemeyer explained how Gruber managed to get the wings of his flies to hug fat bodies—how he built tapered bodies that were flat on top to receive feather or hair wings. These flies were usually tied on bronzed single hooks.

Beyond his success in creating flies, Gruber was able to catch salmon when the Southwest Miramichi was low, clear, and warm—when fish were wary of flies and many anglers did not bother to keep fishing. At those times, Gruber cast small wet flies and let them ride slow and low in front of the salmon that gathered where cooler water from brooks entered the main river.77

In writing about Gruber and his flies, Bates, Niemeyer, and the Atlantic Salmon Museum selection committee had the help of a number of experienced anglers and tiers of flies. Father Elmer J. Smith was a most creative fly fisherman. Ordained in 1945, he served parishes in Maine and New Brunswick, fished the Southwest Miramichi every summer, and designed well-known flies for salmon. Father Smith met Ira Gruber in the 1940s and admired his flies. After Ira died, Smith visited Edward Gruber in Pennsylvania and picked up the flies that would shape Bates’s writings. Once Bates received those flies, he turned to the man who had known Ira best as an angler—Bing Russell, his guide for twenty-five years. Russell helped Bates establish the dates of Gruber’s original patterns as well as his approach to testing flies and taking salmon in low, clear water.78 Similarly, Charles DeFeo, a most accomplished artist and tier of flies, confirmed what Niemeyer knew of Ira Gruber’s methods of tying and presenting flies. DeFeo explained how Gruber managed to get feather wings to lie flat against fat, tapered bodies of wet flies and how he presented those flies to hook salmon in the low, clear summer waters of the Southwest Miramichi. The selection committee of the Atlantic Salmon Museum in turn quoted Bates when assessing Gruber’s contributions to North American salmon fishing.79

Bates’s writings would continue to enhance Gruber’s reputation well into the twenty-first century. His The Art of the Atlantic Salmon Fly—his final book, published in 1987—reminded anglers that Gruber had been a pioneer in tying simplified feather-wing and hair-wing flies that surpassed classic British patterns in taking salmon, especially in the low, clear waters of a New Brunswick summer. A 1995 edition of Bates’s Atlantic Salmon Flies and Fishing (1970) did much the same, explaining not only what Gruber had done to define the Miramichi-type fly but also how he had taught other anglers to take fish in summer when the water was low and fish were hard to hook. That second edition included dressings of Gruber’s best-known flies and color photographs of his Oriole, Reliable, Stone Fly, and Black Spider. But neither of these books did as much to preserve Gruber’s reputation as Fishing Atlantic Salmon: The Flies and the Patterns, which Bates’s daughter Pamela Bates Richards published in 1996. This blending of her father’s Atlantic Salmon Flies and Fishing and her own research included photographs and dressings of twenty of Gruber’s flies. It repeated her father’s judgments that Gruber had created the Miramichi-type fly with its cigar-shaped body, carefully tied throat hackle, and short, tight wings as well as his having learned to fish successfully in low, clear water.80

Bates’s judgments were amplified by other angling authorities. Paul D. Marriner’s Miramichi River (1996) supported Bates in crediting Gruber and, possibly, Everett Price with developing the Miramichi-type fly. Chris Mann’s Featherwing and Hackle Flies for Salmon and Steelhead (2006) surpassed Bates by locating Gruber in a broad geographic perspective. Mann said Gruber was prominent among tiers who developed eastern North American feather-wing flies, “small simply constructed flies particularly for low water summer fishing”—flies like Baron, Black Hawk, Green Drake, Oriole, and Reliable.81 Most recently, Morris Green in his 160 Years of Salmon Stories (2014) went well beyond Bates in explaining the origins of Gruber’s Miramichi-type salmon flies. Green recognized that Gruber had learned to tie flies not only from Everett Price but also from D’Arcy “Doris” O’Donnell, George Parker Holden, and Bing Russell. Gruber relied on O’Donnell, who had been tying flies professionally in Doaktown since 1924, to discuss patterns and presentations that suited the salmon of the Miramichi; on Holden’s Streamcraft (1936 edition) to endorse simple patterns that matched the insects of New Brunswick rivers; and on Bing Russell to gather insects and test emerging patterns.82

Bates and other authorities defined Gruber’s contributions to fly fishing for Atlantic salmon. Perhaps just as important, they helped document his influence on other anglers and tiers of flies. Frank Munn, who would eventually be included in the Atlantic Salmon Museum Hall of Fame as a guide and conservationist, learned to fish by watching Gruber. Earle Wilson, an accomplished professional tier of salmon flies, did much the same—learning to tie at Gruber’s bench.83 Others, including Art Eastwood and Irving John Smith, began successful careers tying flies inspired by Gruber’s patterns, especially his Oriole. So too did Elroy Price, the legendary hunting and fishing guide and member of the Atlantic Salmon Museum Hall of Fame, consider Oriole among his favorite flies; and Wayne Curtis, the prolific Miramichi author, remembered Oriole as the fly of his youth.84 Dick Stewart and Farrow Allen, experienced fly fishermen who lived in New Hampshire and published the American Angler, included seven of Gruber’s patterns with illustrations in their Flies for Atlantic Salmon (1991). Similarly, Dewey H. Gillespie, who wrote about New Brunswick’s native tiers in “Where the Rivers Meet,” brought three of Gruber’s best-known patterns into his poem, “Fly Tyer’s Box.”85




[image: This photograph of Ira Gruber and his friend, John Sherman Hoyt, was taken in the World War II era near the warden’s shack at the confluence of Big Hole Brook and the Southwest Miramichi.]
This photograph of Ira Gruber and his friend, John Sherman Hoyt, was taken in the World War II era near the warden’s shack at the confluence of Big Hole Brook and the Southwest Miramichi.




Most remarkable, some of Gruber’s flies have remained popular in the twenty-first century. Gruber created primarily wet feather-wing flies—flies with wings of feather designed to be fished below the surface of a stream. By the beginning of the twenty-first century, feather wings were less popular than hair wings; wet flies were having to compete increasingly with dry flies that suggested insects buzzing along the surface of the water; and winged flies were sometimes being superseded by flies designed to represent insects without wings (hackles and nymphs), palmers, and baitfish. What seems to have kept Gruber’s flies current into the twenty-first century: They continued to catch fish. In 2006 Chris Mann included five of Gruber’s wet feather wings with color illustrations and dressings in his Featherwing and Hackle Flies for Salmon and Steelhead; he did so precisely because they were “still in use today.”86 So too did three fly fishermen discuss Gruber on Classic Fly Tying in 2006 and 2007. One began by admiring Gruber’s “wonderfully buggy” wet flies; another observed that three of those flies could be seen on Jerry Doak’s website; and a third explained how Gruber got wings to lie flat over a fat body.87 As late as 2014 Morris Green reported in his 160 Years of Salmon Stories that four of Gruber’s wet feather wings were still being used successfully on New Brunswick waters. Altogether, Chris Mann, the contributors to Classic Fly Tying, and Morris Green named eight of Gruber’s original flies that were still on lines more than half a century after they were first tied.88


[image: Ira Gruber bought hundreds of boxes—3 by 2 by 5/8 inch—to store the flies he tied. Like this one for Stone Fly Male, each box had a strip of balsa or cork fixed to its bottom with space for up to six flies and a printed label on its end showing the name of the fly and the size and type of hook.]
Ira Gruber bought hundreds of boxes—3 by 2 by 5/8 inch—to store the flies he tied. Like this one for Stone Fly Male, each box had a strip of balsa or cork fixed to its bottom with space for up to six flies and a printed label on its end showing the name of the fly and the size and type of hook.




Gruber’s flies and fishing techniques made their own way in the world of Atlantic salmon sportfishing—on the lines and in the minds of more than one generation of anglers. But how should he be remembered? In progressing from farm laborer to accomplished angler, he had ever been diligent in his calling, ever true to his Lutheran heritage. He had shown a special talent for gaining wealth, for turning wealth into leisure, for making imaginative use of leisure, and, above all, for profiting from misfortune. While living with diabetes, he studied intensely the salmon and insects of the Southwest Mira-michi and learned to tie his own flies. Gradually he went beyond established patterns, creating flies that would help define twentieth-century North American patterns and developing ways of presenting his flies that would take fish in various seasons—even in summer when the water was low and clear and the salmon hard to hook.

He was best known among anglers who fished and wrote about the Miramichi, and those anglers were often generous in appraising his accomplishments. As early as 1972, Ernest Schwiebert, who had already published three books and many articles on sportfishing for trout and salmon, called Gruber “the master of the many fly-dressers and guides” of the Miramichi.89 Len Wright was at that time writing the second of a dozen angling books. After talking with Charles DeFeo, Wright identified Gruber as a kindred spirit, someone who shared his ideas on fishing for Atlantic salmon and who might “well have been the most expert and important salmon fisherman America ever produced.”90 Like Wright, Ted Niemeyer was full of admiration for Gruber. Having tied and collected flies for decades and written a column for the Fly Fisherman from 1976 to 1981, Niemeyer counted Gruber “among North America’s greatest fly tiers.” Niemeyer relied on DeFeo when explaining how Gruber managed to get the wings of a wet fly to lie flat against a cigar-shaped body.91 Of course, no one knew more about the history of Atlantic salmon flies and fishing than Joseph Bates, and Bates was able to draw upon his own extensive fly collection, his experience fishing the Southwest Miramichi with Bing Russell, and his conversations with Wally Doak and Father Elmer J. Smith in analyzing Gruber’s flies. Bates concluded that those flies formed “the basis of modern North American patterns” and that Gruber “in his time was considered by many to be North America’s most outstanding Atlantic salmon angler.”92 Here then is an illustrated catalog of the flies that Gruber tied while fishing the Southwest Miramichi in the era of World War II.


Fishing Companions

Ira Gruber shared his flies and fishing with many people—some of whom he met along the Southwest Miramichi, others who gathered in Doaktown at Doris O’Donnell’s barber shop or who came to his house to watch him tie flies, and still others who came to Canada to meet him and understand how he created particular patterns. But there was a much smaller number of individuals who were a more constant presence in his angling life: a few who worked for him and influenced his fishing for years on end, and others who admired his flies and appreciated what he had contributed to Atlantic salmon fishing and became keepers of his place in angling history. This section provides sketches of those few who worked with him or who most appreciated what he had contributed to angling history, a total of seven men and one woman who were, like him, drawn to the Miramichi and Atlantic salmon. Here then are sketches of his closest fishing companions.



Earl P. Gresh (1894–1977)


From a remarkably privileged family, Earl Gresh came to have much in common with Ira Gruber—from his ties to Pennsylvania, Florida, and New Brunswick to a talent for manufacturing and, above all, a creative passion for sportfishing. Born in Ohio in 1894, Gresh soon moved with his parents to Norristown, Pennsylvania, where he attended public schools and proceeded to Bordentown Military Institute in New Jersey. By the time the United States entered World War I, Gresh had married and begun a family; even so he served for thirteen months as an officer in the US Navy.

Gresh survived the war, but his family’s cigar business did not, and soon after leaving the navy, he moved to Florida to look for a job. It took him nearly twenty years to find a business that was entirely rewarding. He joined and led a dance band, built and sold boats, and became a successful outboard racing driver. But only after the Depression destroyed his boat business did he find in manufacturing wood products a business that suited his economic, artistic, and sporting interests. In 1931 he began creating wooden buttons, bracelets, and fishing-tackle boxes in his garage workshop. Five years later he built a modern factory and gift shop and gradually increased his products to include fishing lures and wooden handbags. In 1939 he opened a woodworking museum, The Wood Parade.

While building his woodworking business, Gresh continued to fish in both salt and fresh waters—from the west coast of Florida to New Brunswick and the Great Lakes. It is possible he met Ira Gruber in the 1930s during a summer along the Southwest Miramichi. He did visit him soon after the beginning of World War II and asked Gruber to tie nearly a dozen flies for an extended trout-fishing expedition to Wyoming, Idaho, and Montana. In July 1944 Gresh wrote to thank Gruber for the flies, saying they had proved wonderfully effective and durable, taking nearly 1,700 trout in six weeks on Rocky Mountain streams. One of Gruber’s Orioles had caught more than fifty trout and made Gresh the envy of other Western trout fishermen. Gresh in turn gave Anna a wooden brooch and handbag and invited the Grubers to join him in the Rockies. They never did, but they counted Gresh a most appreciative friend and advocate.

[Leonard (1950), pp. 137, 316–18, fig. 47, 308; Grismer (1948), p. 346. Gresh entry, n.d., Anna Gruber’s Guest Log; Gresh list of flies with IWG annotations, n.d.; and Gresh to the Grubers, July 25, 1944, Buffalo, Wyoming—all in Gruber, Angling Col. (1939–1953).]




Edward L. Gruber (1908–1996)

Edward L. Gruber was Anna and Ira W. Gruber’s only son. Born in October 1908 in Spring City, Pennsylvania, he had an unusually good formal education and proved eventually to be a very successful industrialist and sport fisherman. As a child, he attended public schools in Spring City and learned to enjoy field sports with his parents in Pennsylvania and New Brunswick. At fourteen, he left home to become a student at Mercersburg Academy in Mercersburg, Pennsylvania, and then at the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. He graduated from the university in the midst of the Great Depression. But he had the good fortune to be able to marry, enjoy a honeymoon in New Brunswick, and begin work at his father’s Spring City Knitting Company. Just as he was beginning to learn his way around the Spring City mill, his father became seriously ill, and Edward was left to manage the company. With orders from J. C. Penney and yarn from Everett Jordan’s North Carolina spinning mills, he was able not only to keep making women’s underwear but also to do so at a record profit. He was soon made a member of the board of directors, general manager, and vice president of the Spring City Knitting Company.

In the ensuing twenty years and stimulated by World War II as well as a shift to manufacturing men’s underwear, the Spring City Knitting Company flourished under Edward Gruber’s direction. But in the early 1950s when Edward proposed building a manufacturing plant in Arizona—to produce underwear closer to consumers on the West Coast—Ira objected, saying a new plant in Arizona would threaten to idle the existing mills in Pennsylvania. To resolve this impasse, Edward bought his father’s stock and proceeded to build a plant in Arizona. That new plant together with others east of the Mississippi River eventually made Edward’s company the largest manufacturer of men’s underwear in the United States, with some nineteen factories, 3,500 employees, and $75 million in annual sales. In 1968 Edward sold his company to Cluett Peabody for $14 million and continued to work as chairman until he retired in 1975. He lived in retirement another twenty years, dying at his estate in Pennsylvania in December 1996.

Edward Gruber was an avid sport fisherman throughout his life. He caught his first salmon in the spring of 1920 when he was eleven and his father’s bungalow in Doak-town was still under construction. During ensuing summers while he was in boarding school and college, Edward joined his parents for holidays along the Southwest Mira-michi, and when in 1931 he began to work at the Spring City Knitting Company, he returned regularly to Doaktown to fish for Atlantic salmon. But in the 1950s and after he had bought his father’s company and bungalow, Edward became more interested in swordfish than in salmon. By 1958 he had his own boat and crew, and that summer he caught eleven swordfish with a rod and reel. Although he never attained his father’s status as an angler, he became well enough known to merit a chapter in Heinz Ulrich’s How the Experts Catch Trophy Fish (1969), and by then he had become a knowledgeable advocate of his father’s place in the history of sportfishing—his father’s contributions to flies and fishing for Atlantic salmon.

[Ira Gruber to Richard Flournoy, Aug. 26, 1918, Gruber, Angling Col. Alumni Office, Mercersburg Academy confirmed that Edward L. Gruber attended Mercersburg 1922–1927 and the University of Pennsylvania 1927–1931 with diplomas from each. Edward L. Gruber interview, Nov. 11, 1985, pp. 4–12, 14–17, 32–40, Gruber (1985); Dan Machalaba, “Spring City’s Edward Gruber,” Daily News Record, Aug. 1, 1973; and William C. Brunner, “The Gruber Empire” Parts I and II, Spring-Ford Area Historical Society Newsletter, Sept. and Nov. 2013, copies in Gruber, Angling Col. Bulla (1992), chap. 8.]




John Sherman Hoyt (1870–1954)
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