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  Introduction

  

  TO ATTEMPT TO put together a book that deals with bass in general and to enumerate, describe, and set down the individual characteristics of each and every member of the bass family, great and small, would indeed be a stupendous task. Further, to itemize and explain the unending permutations of angling methods incidental to the capture of all of the members of the bass family not only would test the knowledge and ability of the writer, but would, I’m afraid, be a sore trial to the reader. Between the Spotted Jewfish or Giant Sea Bass on one hand and the lowly Pumpkinseed on the other, the bass family runs the full gamut of size, color, weight, and distribution. Even with the dozens of varieties that are scientifically established today, the list is still far from being complete.

  With this multiplicity of subspecies in mind, the title of this book—Black Bass—was chosen carefully. By dealing only with the black basses, we thereby narrowed the list down considerably. But don’t be deceived. Contrary to general opinion, the black basses do not confine themselves to two main varieties, the Largemouth and the Smallmouth. So that we can understand each other more thoroughly, here is the accepted list of the black basses—the Micropterini

  Family Centrarchidae Cope

  Subfamily 1. Lepominae Gill

  Tribe 1. Micropterini (new name)

  Genus 1. Micropterus é

  1.   M. punctulatus (Rafinesque), spotted bass

  1a.   M.p. punctulatus (Rafinesque), northern spotted bass

  1b.   M.p. henshalli, new subspecies, Alabama spotted bass

  1c.   M.p. wichitae, new subspecies, Wichita spotted bass

  2.   M. coosae, new species, redeyed bass

  3.   M. dolomeu Lacépède, smallmouthed bass

  3a.   M. d. velox, new subspecies, Neosho smallmouthed bass

  3b.   M. d. dolomieu Lacépède, northern smallmouthed bass

  Genus 2. Huro Cuvier

  4.   H. salmoides (Lacépède), largemouthed bass (Subspecies not yet delimited)

  Please note the last line of this enumeration, the one in parentheses. Since the listing was made in 1940, another subspecies has been added, the Texas Spotted Bass, Micropterus punctulatus treculii (Vaillant and Bocourt).

  While we are about it, let’s set something straight which has needed straightening for a long, long time. A little learning is a very dangerous thing. Too many men, when they take pen in hand, indulge themselves in what might be called ‘lay classification” of our game fishes. In other words, they attempt to classify by using common names. Classification simply cannot be done by this method.

  How many times have you seen this statement in print? “The Brook Trout is not a ‘trout’ at all. He is a ‘char.’ “Well, Brook Trout, Brown Trout, Rainbow Trout, what have you, all belong to the Salmo family.

  This sort of thing happens all too often. It has been said, “A Black Bass isn’t a Bass at all. He’s a Sunfish,” and, “A Black Bass isn’t a Bass. In reality, he’s a Perch.” All of which is completely and beautifully haywire. If you want to use common names, a Black Bass is a Black Bass; a Sunfish is a Sunfish, and a Perch is a Perch. All of these fish belong to the suborder Percoidei. The Largemouth, the Smallmouth, and the Pumpkinseed all come under the general classification Centrarchidae, which is referred to as the Sunfish family. But that doesn’t mean that a Black Bass is a Sunfish or a Perch any more than the fact that I belong to the order Homo sapiens means that I am an African or a Chinaman. As I say, there are a great many game fish, in both fresh and salt water, which properly can be listed as Bass, and for our purposes it is safer to stick to common names and not confuse matters.

  This being in no sense a scientific work, it will not be necessary to include scientific descriptions of the various members of the list. For the most part, we are concerned only with two of its members—the Largemouthed and the Smallmouthed Bass. If you want all the data on the Bass family, complete with biological keys, go to your library and ask for A Revision of the Black Basses (Micropterus and Huro) with Descriptions of Four New Forms by Carl L. Hubbs and Reeve M. Bailey, published by the University of Michigan Press, Ann Arbor, Michigan, July 27, 1940. Subsequently these two gentlemen published through the same press Brochure Number 457, Subspecies of Spotted Bass (Micropterus punctulatus) in Texas, February 10, 1942. These two able works will give you all that you need to know, or can know, for that matter, of the scientific aspects of the Back Basses.

  Incidentally, I’m not at all sure that there isn’t some work that can be done on Smallmouth subspecies. While the following account is by no means conclusive, it may very well be that there is an interesting breed of Smallmouth which is known at present to only a few people.

  Throughout the lower valley of the main Delaware River, and particularly in the vicinity of the little village of Mast Hope, Pennsylvania, the old-timers will tell you some tall tales of the “Oregon Bass,” which, according to local belief, show up in the Delaware every seven years. These fish are reputed to grow to prodigious sizes, specimens ranging from twelve to fifteen pounds not being uncommon. They are not the same color as the regular Delaware Smallmouth. Instead, they are said to take on a greenish yellow tinge, with no appreciable darking across the back of the fish. Other than that, they look and act like ordinary oversize Smallmouth.

  I have never seen one of these fish, but I have heard about them from two different sources. My first informant was a man who was employed in the railroad shops at Susquehanna, Pennsylvania. We fell to talking about bass and bass fishing while we were each having a cup of miserable coffee at a lunch counter in Susquehanna. We had agreed that it was a sad but inescapable fact that most lunch counters served horrible coffee, when he noticed the fishing license button in my hat. He then told me that he planned to go fishing that week end, down in Mast Hope eddy in the main Delaware. I asked him why he went so far to fish for bass when the North Branch of the Susquehanna River flowed right through town. Then he told me of the Oregon Bass, that year, according to him, being the magic seventh year when these fish were in the river. The weights he mentioned so casually—nine, ten, twelve pounds—were so much at variance with anything I had learned of Smallmouth sizes that I charged it up to optimism of a fishing fanatic and promptly forgot it.

  The next time I heard of Oregon Bass was, of all places, in the clubrooms of the Anglers’ Club of New York. As a rule, you don’t hear much about bass at the Anglers’ Club. There the discussion runs to salmon or trout. Bass are “coarse fish” and of little interest to the general run of the members. Were it not for the fact that the story was told to me by a reliable individual, I would hesitate to set it down here. However, he is a friend of many years’ standing, the very soul of honesty, and his word is good with me up to any amount of my somewhat limited financial resources. Unfortunately, the story was told to him by the man who saw the fish and had it weighed. Offsetting this third-hand version is the fact that my friend vouches for the reliability of the teller, just as I vouch for my friend. I have every reason to believe that it is true, otherwise I would have forgotten it long since.

  This man, who is an executive in one of New York’s publishing houses, had taken a camp at Mast Hope for the summer. It being too much of a journey for him to attempt daily commutation, he stayed throughout the week at his house in Orange, New Jersey, and over each week end joined his wife and his two sons at the camp at Mast Hope, arriving there on Friday afternoon.

  It so happened that there was divided opinion in that household concerning the merits of the sport of angling. The father and one of the sons could see no virtue in fishing, while the mother and the other youngster, a boy of twelve, were quite fond of it. These two knew little or nothing about fishing, but they liked it and each day found them on the river. Their tackle consisted of a heavy hand line and a big pickerel spoon. With this rig they trolled up and down Mast Hope eddy and they managed to bring in enough bass and walleye to supply their table.

  One Friday these two were trolling, the mother rowing and the boy holding the line, when they had a heavy strike. The mother soon saw that the fish was too big for the youngster to handle. He was game all right but not strong enough for the task. Before they could change places, the heavy line had cut the boy’s hands several times. After a battle that lasted for a considerable time, she was able to pull the big fish into the shallows. There the boy threw himself on it and between the two of them they managed to get it up on dry land.

  Having no live box and no ice for refrigeration at camp, they had been keeping their fish in a large burlap sack that was tied securely with heavy rope and allowed to rest on the river bottom, out where the current could bring a constant supply of fresh water. Into this bag went the big bass, to be saved until the man of the house could see it.

  He showed up, as usual, on the afternoon train, and was escorted immediately to the riverbank. Together the three of them carried the fish, still in the bag, to the local store where, still alive, it was placed on the scales. The reading showed that the big bass weighed well over fourteen pounds. It was then that the storekeeper and several interested spectators agreed that it was one of the Oregon Bass. All professed to know the species well and were not too greatly impressed by its size.

  After that the man took the fish to camp. There he cut off the head and tail, dressed it out, scaled it, and cut it into three big chunks. One of them was baked for dinner that night. The other two pieces were placed in the store refrigerator.

  Sunday afternoon, the family broke camp and came home. They had another meal of baked bass from the second chunk, and the third was given to a neighbor where it provided a meal for a family of four.

  The man, knowing that my friend was interested in fishing, told him the story while they were riding to New York on the train one morning during the following week, and my friend, knowing my interest in bass, told me.

  Of course, my friend took the man to task for destroying such an unusual fish. He was truly disturbed when he learned that he had unknowingly deprived his son of what very probably would have been a world’s record Smallmouth. However, the damage had been done. All I can do now is to give you the details here as they were told to me. It is barely possible—not probable, but possible—that some interesting things might develop if some scientific work were done in the lower Delaware.

  As stated earlier, this is not a scientific work. Let us, then, leave the scientific aspects of Black Bass to the scientists, where they belong, and go on to see what we can find out about the habits, behavior, and characteristics of Largemouth and Smallmouth Bass, and of angling methods incidental to their capture.


  CHAPTER 1

  The Yearly Cycle

  

  THE LARGEMOUTH BASS is classified as a warm-water fish. Unlike most fresh-water game fish, a Largemouth is perfectly happy in temperatures that range well up into the nineties. He’s a lazy sort of a fellow and he doesn’t seem to care for running water. Instead, he prefers ponds, lakes, and slow flowing rivers. A mud bottom is entirely to his liking and he is equally content in shallow or deep water just so long as that water is still, or comparatively so. It is not uncommon to find both Largemouth and Smallmouth in the same lake or pond but it is unusual in such a pond to find Largemouth living in water that is typically Smallmouth water or Smallmouth living in the mud-bottom shallows that the Largemouth prefer.

  An excellent example of this typical choice of water can be seen in Mystery Pond near Newport, Vermont. Technically, that is not its correct name, but the only other name I have heard for it is “the power dam” and so we christened it Mystery Pond. This body of water, as you may have surmised, is an artificial lake that was created when the City of Newport dammed the Clyde River to supply power for the generation of electricity. I suppose that the lake covers about twenty-five or thirty acres in all—maybe more if you want to include the rather extensive swamp at one end. Before the area was flooded, a goodly portion of it first had to be lumbered. This was done pretty much without thought to the fishing that was to take place there in later years. The big trees were cut down, the usable timber was trucked out, and the stumps, useless logs, and piles of slashing were left there, just as they fell. Then the area was flooded. It is with mingled and conflicting emotions of pleasure and regret that I recall how many heavy bass and how much good and costly terminal tackle have departed from me and from my son, Dick, in the tangled mazes of those cursed piles of waterlogged slashing. To be sure, we continue to fish there because that is where the bass are, but the fact remains that those piles of slashing are indeed a collective trial and tribulation that will try the very souls of far more patient men than I.

  As I say, Mystery Pond was and is a splendid example of the mutually satisfactory way that Largemouth and Smallmouth Bass divvy up a bass pond. At the mouth of the inlet where there are log tangles, mossy rocks, and a flow of fresh, cool water, the Smallmouth take up residence. On down through the deep ravine of the old river channel they live and we catch them along that deep-water bank clear down to the point. Here the old channel curves and makes its way across the bottom of the lake proper toward the breast of the dam. In all the hundreds of times I have fished it, neither I nor any of my companions has caught a Smallmouth downstream from the point where the channel curves out across the

  In the backwaters, coves, and out across the shallow stump covered flats the Largemouth live. To be sure, we catch Largemouth along the deep-water bank between the point and the river mouth, but the closer we come to the inlet, with its smooth flow of cool running water, the fewer Largemouth we find. And not once have we taken one from the inlet mouth proper. It is almost as though territorial boundaries have been established and lines drawn over which neither species dares to venture into the domain of the other.

  The habits of the northern Largemouth differ from those of the southern Largemouth in that the former hibernates during the winter months. When the “ice goes out” from the lakes and streams of the northern latitudes, the Largemouth Bass are buried snugly in the muddy bottoms of the backwaters and deep coves, away from possible effects of floods that would interrupt their long winter sleep. Not until the water temperatures are up in the neighborhood of fifty or fifty-five degrees do they wake up and come out of hibernation.

  Not always is it possible for bass to find convenient backwaters that have deep, muddy bottoms. Then the bass must use what makeshifts they can contrive. Holes in stumps or in waterlogged logs, nooks and crannies between the rocks, crevasses between ledges, in fact, any sort of a protective opening will serve to shelter a hibernating bass in case he can not find the ideal wintering ground.

  Hibernation is not always confined to the winter months. When an emergency arises, bass resort to hibernation as a means of self-preservation. It is nothing short of amazing how much adversity a bass can undergo and still emerge right side up and apparently none the worse for the experience.

  The summer of 1937 was a particularly dry and hot one, especially in southern New York State and north-central Pennsylvania. Trout streams dried up completely and bass rivers fell far below the danger point. The loss of fish during these two unfortunate months was incalculable. The West Branch of the Delaware, being in reality an oversize trout stream, dried up until it was a mere trickle. Not only that, but the warm weather brought on an unprecedented crop of algae. In the hot, low water, this vegetable matter decomposed and fermented until what water there was took on the aspect of thick pea soup and smelled to high heaven. True to form, the bass took to the mud and there they stayed until welcome rains brought the water back to normal. Having seen the river some three weeks earlier when my favorite pools could be crossed dry-shod, I assembled my tackle with misgivings. To my great and delighted surprise, I found the bass to be present in their usual numbers and the fishing unaffected.

  In one of the early reports of the Fisheries, Game and Forest Commission of the State of New York appears an account of the remarkable capacity for survival that a black bass possesses. At one of the hatcheries, a holding pool that had been used to store adult black bass was drained one fall and allowed to stand dry and empty throughout the winter months. Of course, before this was done the bass were seined out—or so the hatchery men thought. The following spring the pool was flooded again and in it were placed several thousand small trout.

  One June evening the hatchery men were surprised to see some large fish slashing about among the trout, evidently feeding on the small fish.

  The next day, allowing the water to remain at the same level, they seined the pool with a net that had a mesh large enough to allow the trout to pass through. Much to their surprise, they captured four bass that weighed from two to three pounds each. There being no other way for the fish to get into the pool, it being adequately screened and fed from a two-inch pipe, the only way for those bass to have gained access to it was for them to have been there all the time. When the pond was drawn down the previous fall, these fish had gone into enforced hibernation and had stayed alive, buried in the mud, until the following spring, when they emerged to find a choice meal of trout awaiting them.

  When we speak of hibernation and the temperature range at which this annual group movement is reputed to take place, I sometimes wonder whether we know, completely, whereof we speak. Mr. Jason Lucas, in his interesting and valuable work, Lucas on Bass Fishing, brings out a point concerning hibernation that has been in the back of my mind, although heretofore unexpressed, for a long, long time.

  Have you ever noticed that during the fall fishing, when the nights grow cold and water temperatures drop to the low fifties, that you don’t catch quite as many bass as you do when the weather is warmer, but have you noticed also that the bass you do catch late in the season average much larger in size than they do at any other time of year? You will find this to be true, season after season. My theory has been—and, believe me, it is theory, with only circumstantial evidence to support it—that the larger, adult bass hibernate only for a short time, if at all. I realize that this is heresy and contrary to the teachings of men whose business it is to know about such things, but the fact remains that there is a strong likelihood that all bass do not hibernate. Instead, the big, full-grown fish take up winter quarters in the deeper water and there they stay, swimming about, until spring.

  In support of this theory, both I and friends of mine have made unusual catches of large bass during November when the water temperature was in the low forties, ten degrees or more below the mark at which all bass are supposed to hibernate. Mr. Lucas is of the same opinion and he recounts taking excellent catches by fishing well down in the deep water—thirty-five or forty feet—when the air temperature is low enough to freeze the line to the guides or the rod and when ice formed on the side of his boat. Think back, and you will remember hearing or seeing accounts of bass being caught by men who were fishing through the ice for pickerel and perch.

  Frankly, I hope that some enterprising and well-insulated ichthyologist takes it upon himself to look into the matter of hibernation more thoroughly. Unquestionably, the smaller bass do hibernate and, for that matter, probably the majority of the bass do. But I’m still not convinced that all bass hibernate and a great many indications point to the possibility that the big boys—the lunkers—are up and about all winter long in the deep winter holes. I think the matter could do with some investigation.

  A bass does not need water over him to stay alive and healthy for a surprisingly long time. If he can be cool and keep his gills moist, he will live out of water for hours. Many times I have had bass live in my creel for as long as six or eight hours after they have been caught. When placed in water, these fish revived quickly and were able to swim about, as good as ever, within a matter of minutes.

  As soon as the water warms up to the middle sixties in the spring of each year, spawning activities begin. The fish move into the shallows and the annual reproduction of the species takes place. If gravel or sandy shores are available, there the nests or “reds” are prepared. If not, then the muddy bottoms of the shallows will serve.

  Preparation of the nest is sometimes done by an unmated female. She goes ahead with the job in hand while her suitors fight among themselves and vie for her favor between battles. Again, should the pairing process already have been completed, both male and female will join in the preparation of the nest. Usually the male and female are of approximately the same size and the nest is constructed so that it is in circumference from one and a half to two times the length of the fish. All algae, vegetation, and loose silt are fanned away, so that the nest proper is of clean gravel, sand, or firm mud. To get the job done, the fish turns partly on its side and fans away all objectionable matter with vigorous tail strokes. Large pieces of debris either are picked up and carried away or pushed away with the fish’s nose.

  Bass are prolific spawners, some of the larger females depositing as many as 20,000 eggs, the equivalent of 25 per cent of the weight of the fish. Jordan and Everman record an instance of Largemouth spawning near Washington, D.C., in 1892. In one of the rearing ponds, the Fish Commission placed fifteen adult Largemouth Bass prior to the spawning season. Seven or eight of these fish were females. The fish spawned in June and then the adult fish were removed from the pond. At Thanksgiving there were taken out of that pond, by actual count, over 37,000 young bass, each three or four inches long, and approximately five hundred bass that weighed about a half pound each. These fish had received an abundant supply of food but no doubt the larger fish, which were more active feeders, had eaten many of their smaller brothers and sisters. In any event, it is an interesting commentary on the wisdom of stocking a bass pond that already is supplied with even a few pairs of adult breeders.

  In deep-water ponds, such as flooded stone quarries, where there are no shallow shores on which to build beds, the bass will construct nests of vegetation such as moss or weed, building on submerged logs or fallen trees so that the nests are perhaps two or three feet under water.

  Again, where only a bottom of soft silt is available, nests will be constructed of small twigs and leaves from which the mud and algae have been carefully washed. In short, a bass is a tidy housekeeper and the nest must be clean and spotless. It is not difficult to see bass nests during the spawning season. Just look in the shallows and you will have no trouble locating them, as their scrubbed, clean appearance sets them off in contrast to their surroundings.

  The time of the spawning varies according to locality. In Florida and other states of the Deep South, spawning may be completed by the end of February, while in the North the young bass may not be off the nests, in extreme cases, until late June or early July. The general average, however, for most parts of the country is late May or early June. Sixty-seven degrees seems to be the critical temperature for spawning. Thus, the character of the weather, with its direct influence on water temperatures, will determine the exact time of spawning each year.

  There seems to be no set plan to the actual spawning process. Sometimes the female will lay her eggs in the nest, entirely unattended by a male fish. Later on the male shows up and fertilizes the eggs with milt. Again, both male and female can be seen in the nest together, moving about in circles, more or less rapidly, partly tilted over on their sides, the female depositing her eggs and the male fertilizing them as she does so.

  Bass eggs, like most fish eggs, are yellow in color. Unlike those of the Salmo tribe, they are covered with a glutinous substance which is highly adhesive. For this reason, fish culturists cannot strip the parent fish and handle the eggs the way they do with salmon and trout, as a bass egg will stick to practically anything it happens to touch. Probably for this reason, a female bass will generally lay her eggs in neat rows. Incubation usually takes about eight or ten days, although in abnormally high temperatures the eggs may hatch in as little as seven days and as many as fourteen or fifteen days if the water is colder than it should be. When hatched, the baby bass are almost perfectly formed, quite dark in color and from one quarter to one half an inch long. These tiny fish usually remain in the nest only a few days before taking refuge in the shallows and the weed beds. Rarely are they on the nest as long as a week.

  While the eggs are incubating and after the little bass are hatched, the nests are guarded actively by the parent fish. As a rule, the female tires of this police duty rather quickly but the male fish stays on the job during the entire process, taking up his position directly over the nest and keeping the water in motion with his fins. Any intruders are driven away vigorously, and most fish stand not upon the order of their going as a bass is a wicked fighter.

  Once the spawning season comes to a close, the Largemouth chooses his summer quarters. A great many take up residence in comparatively shallow water, selecting living quarters where there is safe cover in the form of logs, brush, weed beds, undercut banks, and such. Some are content to live in the deeper water, cruising in the shallows only during the feeding periods. The majority, however, choose certain localities which they claim as their own and defend against intruders.
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  John Alden Knight with his usual equipment for small rivers.
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  A fine example of North Branch Smallmouth, taken by Ernest Hille on a midget floater.

  When the cool days and frosty nights of October arrive, the fish gradually leave their shallow-water homes and move into deeper water. Then it is that they indulge in an orgy of feeding, taking on extra fat that will keep them sustained during the winter months.

  When the water temperatures drop below fifty, feeding slows down and the fish move into winter quarters in the deep backwaters, bays, and coves. There they bury themselves in the mud, or retire to protective cover among logs, stumps, or rocks, and partially suspend animation, their heartbeats slowing down to as little as two or three to the minute. In the smaller lakes and ponds, where the ice may form to considerable depth over the entire surface, there is always the danger of suffocation from lack of oxygen in the water under the ice. Bottom springs, spring runs, feeders, and streams minimize this hazard but it is always there potentially if the winter happens to be an unusually cold one.

  As has been noted, the fish remain completely or partially inactive until the ice goes out and the water temperature once more climbs to the vicinity of fifty degrees.

  The yearly cycle of the Smallmouth is much the same as that of the Largemouth. He has approximately the same critical temperatures and his spawning dates are about the same, but his habits and his selection of habitat are radically different.

  A Smallmouth prefers moving water that is reasonably cool. Evidently the critical temperature for spawning, sixty-seven degrees, is his preference and he will live in that general temperature band if he can find it. His spawning grounds are chosen either on the shallow “fans” at the tails of the pools in a river, or along the shallow, sandy, or pebbly shores of a river or a pond. Where there is an inlet to a lake that has a cool, even flow, there he will build his nest in the moving waters of the shallows.

  The “redding,” or preparing, of the nests and the spawning process generally parallel those of the Largemouth, and the Smallmouth is even more vigorous in guarding his nest than is the Largemouth. It makes no difference what size the intruder happens to be, if it comes within the territorial limits of a Smallmouth’s nest, depend upon it, there will be an argument unless the interloper retreats in short order.

  The spring of 1942 was a cold one in central Pennsylvania with the result that the spawning season was late. Not until mid-June did the beds begin to appear in the shallows. It so happened that I journeyed to the North Branch of the Susquehanna to engage a boat for “opening day.” While I was talking to the owner of the boat livery, he remarked on the lateness of the spawning season and also upon the damage that carp do to the bass nests. I expressed the opinion that carp, being vegetarians primarily, received credit for a great deal more damage than they actually do.

  “You think so,” said the boat owner. “Come along and I’ll show you something.”

  From the vantage point of a high bank we could see the reds in the shallows, almost side by side. Not only that, but we could see a constant state of warfare between the bass and the big river carp that were raiding the nests. The carp of the North Branch are notoriously large, some of them being well up toward the thirty-pound mark and fifteen pounders being quite common. Here and there one of these big fellows would cruise in and raid a bass nest. While he was gobbling eggs, the parent bass would smash in savagely from the side, going under the carp in the effort to rip open its belly with the sharp spines of the dorsal fin. Unfortunately, the scales of the carp are too tough for any serious damage to be done, but the bass kept right on trying. Now and again one of the smaller carp would be lifted partly out of the water by the determined charge of a large bass. My ideas about carp damage underwent considerable revision.

  Exactly a week later we picked up an excellent catch of bass on opening day in that same “level,” as the long pools of the North Branch are called. Without a single exception, both male and female bass had their backs denuded of skin from fighting carp. From nose to dorsal fin the skin and scales were worn completely off so that raw, red muscle was exposed, the injury sometimes being as much as half an inch in width. While the male fish gets most of the credit for defending the nest, in this case both male and female fish had waged long and bitter warfare as was amply attested by their battle scars.

  A few years ago, my friend the Fish Warden, while on one of his daily patrols, stopped to look over one of the pools in Lycoming Creek, perhaps six miles from the desk where this is being written. The time was early June and the bass season still some three weeks away. Standing on the high bank above the pool, he noticed a bass bed in the shallow water almost under the bridge. The bed was a small one, as bass nests go, and it was being guarded by one small bass, perhaps ten inches long. While he watched, the bass darted off the nest and drove away an inquisitive sunfish, returning once more to take up his lonely vigil.

  About this time a man and two small boys walked out on the bridge, trout rods in hand. Thinking to give the boys a lesson in natural history, the Fish Warden pointed out the bass to the boys and explained to them just what was going on. While they watched, the little bass drove away more small fry, such as chub and sunfish, always returning to his station directly over the bed.

  After talking with the trio for a while, the Fish Warden went on about his daily chores. But a warden, to be a good warden, must be observant. As he drove away, automatically he made a mental note of the car that man was driving—a battered Ford of rather ancient vintage. He noted also the license plate which had on it the repetition of two of the numbers.

  About two hours later, on his return trip, he stopped again at the bridge, curious to see how the little bass was coming along with his police work. The bed was there all right, but the bass was gone. He waited for about ten minutes but the little bass failed to show up. Then the Fish Warden started out on a search for that battered Ford.

  About ten miles upstream, more by good luck than anything else, he spied the ancient Ford where it had been partially hidden from view by a clump of bushes. Down in the pool, out of sight from the road, were the man and the two boys, bait-fishing for trout. The Fish Warden walked down to the water’s edge.

  When challenged, the man refused to come ashore to be looked over. By that time the Fish Warden was good and mad. He told the man that he’d come ashore willingly and right now or, by God, he’d be brought ashore and he could take his choice. Protesting such persecution of law-abiding citizens, the man waded ashore, dug his license out of his wallet and submitted to a thorough search. No bass. Then the two boys were given the same treatment. Still no bass.

  “All right,” said the Fish Warden, “we’ll look through that car of yours. Come on up and unlock it.”
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