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  PREFACE




  You love to fish, and so do I. You love the great outdoors, and that’s another thing we have in common. All right—let’s have some fishing talk.




  Here’s my contribution. I hope I’ll have the luck to hear yours some day.




  Fish stories improve with age. Some of these veracious tales were written so many light-years ago and have remained uncontradicted so long that you are obliged, out of sheer courtesy, to believe them. I believe them myself.




  Some of them deal with little rivers and quiet waters, some with the open sea. The fish they tell of run from ounces to tons. I’ve had great sport with all—as much with the small as with the great. And now I’d like to share that sport with you.




  If I’ve described more than one episode as the very best fishing I ever had, don’t let that disturb you. It was the very best, or seemed so at the time. I’m trying to make you see and feel as I saw and felt myself. Besides, as to any fish story whatsoever, the higher criticism is out of place.




  Several of these stories have previously been published in AMERICAN ANGLER, COLLIER’S, FIELD AND STREAM, OUTDOOR AMERICA, ROTARIAN, and the SATURDAY EVENING POST. Sea Bat and Whale Iron and Tree-Climbing Angle Worms appeared first in the author’s TO THE SOUTH SEAS published by the John C. Winston Co. and later reprinted in a Blue Ribbon Book.




  G.P.




  Yesterday




  YESTERDAY was cool. It looked like rain, and the wind was in the East. Where I live a gentle Southwest wind is the wind for trout, and the hotter the better—that is for trout by the dry fly route. For then the living flies are out in their millions. May-flies, Stone-flies, Caddis-flies, and all the host of daylight- and twilight-loving winged triflers with death, swing and float and flash and dip and hover, in their seasons, over the hungry mouths beneath; and the trout wax portly, yet are never satisfied.




  But when the wind is in the East, although insects swarm and food offers itself in plenty, the trout you shall catch shall be gaunt and empty, and in Pike County at least, they will be few and far between.




  Which brings me back to yesterday, when the wind was in the East, and it was cold. The day before was warmer and before that it was hot. On such a day as yesterday fishing should have been at its worst. Yet the day was cloudy. In the afternoon rain threatened. At last a drop or two fell upon my desiccated hopes of fishing, which being thus watered began again to flourish and grow green.




  I know a place where rain at sunset brings the big ones to the table—first to their table and then to mine. The thought of it made me uneasy, began to bite in, grew irresistible. ’Tis better to have fished and lost than never to have fished at all.




  Hastily I collected my boots and my creel, the little tin box that used to hold Bulgarian bacilli and now holds Malloch flies, the rod Rubia gave me, and the little rattan landing net with the broken meshes. The flivver was ready and I started—almost. For here came a youngster demanding to know where I was going and what I would do when I got there, and before I could make an answer that would pass, here came another demanding to go wherever it was, and the two combined to require and insist that Rubia must go also. But Rubia declined.




  So I compromised on a run to the village on the excuse of finding a fishing partner (who wouldn’t go anyway because of the rain). Down we went and back we came, my live freight was delivered safe again at home, and up over the hill and through the wood I reached the brookside just as the rain came down in earnest on top of myoid straw hat, through which it seemed to pass without even hesitating.




  In the old beaver meadow there wasn’t a rise in sight. Two fish were feeding on a shallow on some under-water prey, but a dry fly in the rain had no charms for them. Repeatedly I dropped my pale evening dun just ahead of their arrowy wakes. Repeatedly they passed beneath it and scorned it as they passed. I was reflecting that they might be stray pickerel anyhow, and that they were a long way off at best, when there came a smashing rise some fifty yards above.




  For that fellow what skill I had I made full use of—kept far back and low down, cast only the leader beyond the long stiff grass, and even broke away and lost a fly caught on a stub of willow, and tied on its successor and presented it without moving from my place and position. Which meant more than you might think, for the wind had fallen, and the midges were out in swarms, thick enough and eager enough to double the time and quadruple the irritation of that delicate proceeding.
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  But that trout knew more about fishing than I did, and would not even come and look at the best I had to show. So I left him for another fish that was breaking the surface just above me, and for him I changed my fly to a Coachman of the smallest size. Fine and far I cast to him and in divers ways did the prettiest I knew, as I had often done before beside those quiet waters, and for my pains got nothing but the pleasure of the casting and the beauty of the time and the place.




  These failures made every mosquito more annoying, every gnat more poisonous, and every rain drop colder as it drove through my hat. Evidently it was time to move away from there, to the head of the great pool where the big ones come when the rain reminds them of what the stream is going to bring down. More than half the margin of the great pool is screened with alders, so that you cannot altogether choose your ground. But at the head is an open space and in it an old log, mostly under water, from which a careful fisherman may reach across and down the entering current.




  Trout were rising in the swift water, and here and there one in the pool, in their regular places. It is the most natural of all things, but worth recalling, that some positions even in the body of a pool are better than others from the point of view of a hungry trout, and that not all such places are at the beginning or at the end of the quiet water.




  Some of these places were beyond my reach, for I was fishing with the rod I allow myself to use only on special occasions, the little seven foot 2⅜ oz. rod Leonard built to exhibit at the San Francisco Exposition, and in the calm judgment of its unprejudiced owner the best rod—the very best rod—that has yet been produced in this otherwise imperfect world. Moreover, Rubia gave it to me, as I remarked before.




  All of which being admitted, I return to the head of the pool from which the little rod, in spite of its marvelous casting power, did not enable me to cover all the rising fish.




  But I didn’t need to. The second cast in the ripple brought a sharp response, and a lively little fight ended with a half pound native trout in the net. Then came a brown, about half as heavy again, and another native. It was the best kind of good fishing, at least for Pike County in the Year of Grace 1920.




  The swift water comes into the great pool through a long straight reach of rapid water lined with dense brush and overhung with trees. It is no easy place to fish without losing flies and leaders, for all it looks so straight. Tonight there was a rising fish close to the bank, well above the pool, hard to reach (without disturbing the water) for one of the army of moderate casters like myself, who write so few fish stories but do so much fishing.




  At last, however, my hand was fortunate. The fly lit gently just above the rise, and a foot or two farther out. There was a lazy sucking of it in, and then like a flash of light my line went past me as the trout shot down the current to the center of the pool—down, and back, and across, (luckily turned and only just turned at the fringe of the alders), up to the head again, and to the bottom among the stones. The leader was light in due proportion to the rod, and the tiny fly required delicate handling. The reel sang again and again; the line, sometimes reeled in, sometimes stripped in to keep the fish from getting slack, neither overran nor tangled. The little rod, staunch as a bull dog, took the strain superbly, ready to spring back to the perfect straightness which is one of its delights, and the tiny hook held on.




  Five minutes passed. The fish was tiring. I could see him now. A frantic effort to get under the sunken log failed, by the narrowest margin. Now he was at the surface and near the bank. Now he saw the net, and in an instant was once more in the middle of the pool. Now he was back again, and in the net, and on the bank, and after the rim of the net had put him to sleep, in the creel, and under him and over him fragrant grasses all beaded with the rain.




  He was no giant after all. A pound and a quarter—not more. But light tackle makes heavy fish, and I had all the fight and fun with him I should have had with a trout of twice his size on a four ounce rod. And that was not the end of it. Before I wended my wet way home, there were seven trout in the creel, a man in the little flivver happier by seventy times seven than when he set out, and another story added to the annals of the great little rod that Rubia gave me.




  A Bum Story




  YOU’D better go back and finish your nap,” said Captain Harry Smith, as the fishing launch Carnegie nosed her way into the dock whereon the subscriber stood in the cold gray dawn, and likewise in the wind and the rain of a vicious northeaster.




  “You finish your nap, and I’ll take off the pulpit,” said Harry.




  Which I did, and he did. And when both operations were completed, the breeze of wind was still on the job, and fishing had a visibility of just exactly zero.




  Not a boat had gone out of the Old Harbor at Block Island, and they all lay huddled together—the Two Friends, the A-to-Z, the Hilda & Vanna, the Addie Mae, and all the rest, and rocked and rolled behind their three breakwaters, according to their custom when the weather is bad.




  Which reminds me of another boat commonly known as the L. A. Moore. The name on the stern is L’Amour. But that is neither here nor there.




  So Captain Harry started to take off not only his sword-fishing pulpit, the swordfish season being over, but also his bow-sprit, whose end it adorned, while I put on the remainder of the clothes I had with me against the cold, meandered over to the Island Department Store, and bought for five cents a pad of yellow scratch paper, on which these lucubrations are being set down.




  I can see the Old Harbor from where I sit, with its sea-wall made of the same brownstone they used to build mansions of on Fifth Avenue, and the ripples racing across its surface in the heavy gusts. An occasional fisherman in oilskins yellow as my paper moves deliberately about his shore concerns. But for the most of them it is a dies non.
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  The window behind me opens on the foam of a perilous sea, smashing, and spouting, and hissing against the rocky breakwater and the sandy shore, as the long rollers reach their appointed end.




  The harbor scene and the sea are Simon-pure and honest-to-goodness, one as truly as the other. Even in a northeaster, this place suits me down to the ground. But what you miss in a gale is the smell.




  Block Island is a little dab of gravel and boulders, sand and clay, dropped by a glacier in a careless moment fifteen or twenty miles off the spot where now the town of Newport lies with its yachts and its villas, and at least a million miles away from everything that Newport stands for in your eyes and mine. On Block Island live about a thousand thrifty New Englanders, who make a frugal living, some of them from their little stonewalled treeless farms, more of them from flocks of equally frugal summer boarders, but most of them from the eternal sea.




  I like Block Island. I like the Block Islanders, and some of them seem to like me. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have been going there every chance I got for the last twenty-five years. What do I go for? Bums.




  Many long years ago, almost before the Horse Mackerel of old times had become the Tuna of today, I rowed ashore at the Old Harbor, alone in a little dory, just as the gray dawn was breaking. How and why is no part of this story. But from then on I caught the said Tuna in quantities on rod and reel, and was happy.




  I in my simple ignorance supposed them to be first among game fish, and I cheerfully pumped them up out of the bottom of the deep blue sea, where they shook their heads and fought doggedly on even when their fight was about over.




  Pumping, if you should happen not to know, consists of lifting your rod with all your strength and then reeling in hard as you lower it, thus with much labor retrieving a little line. Candor compels me to admit that I had a grand time doing it, and achieved much healthy exercise thereby. In the words of the old song, other love I did not know.




  But one year when I couldn’t get away any earlier, I came to Block Island in September and caught a fish that wasn’t there at all in the summer months—a fish that made an epoch in my angling history.




  Like the Tuna, he was of the Mackerel tribe, but as different from the Tuna as a rapier from a meat axe. The meat axe properly handled is a formidable opponent. So is the Tuna. The meat axe has sterling qualities, and commands respect. So has and does the Tuna. But no meat axe is really beautiful. And the Tuna is a stubby fish, almost as big around as he is long. There is nothing rapier-like about him.




  Now I admit that comparing a Tuna to a meat axe isn’t fair, and it isn’t right. A Tuna just out of water is very good to look at, very good indeed. But I am trying to make a point, as others have done before me, and you must make allowance for that.




  The Tuna has power, no end of it, and his stubbiness is relieved, as they say of yachts, by a fine exit. Considering how thick he is in the middle, the Tuna is not such a clumsy-looking fish. And he can fight—how he can fight! As a combatant, and also as a comestible, he is entitled to no mean consideration.




  But isn’t the Tuna the hardest fighter of all? Perhaps. Perhaps even the Broadbill Swordfish, which also belongs to the Mackerel tribe, may not be his equal pound for pound. Some one else must pass on that. I have fought a number of fights with Broadbills, but never was fast to a really big Tuna.




  What I started to tell you about, however, wasn’t Tuna, but great Tuna’s little brother, whom I first met and fell for at Block Island many years ago. Not about the meat axe but the rapier.




  Those were the days when light tackle meant nothing lighter to me than a nine-thread line, with a breaking strain of two pounds to the thread. I imagine it was on the nine-thread I first took this gateway to more fun than you can shake a stick at. And I imagine the weight was about twelve pounds, for that is fair average. At any rate it was an amazing experience. Nothing like this marine comet for speed, gameness, and beauty had ever met me on the rolling ocean before that memorable day.




  At Block Island the name they give this swift-darting arrow among fishes, this compendium of all the qualities a sportsman most admires, is Bum. Bum! Just that.




  And what is it they dishonor with such a name? A slim graceful glory of a fish, deep rich green on the mottled back, on the belly pure blinding white shot with rose, and with black spots like finger prints on either side, as though it had just escaped the grasp of an amorous Nereid.




  The markings about the forward half of him look as if some good fairy had poured over his head the most beautiful stir-about of iridescent colors that Queen Mab herself could ever imagine, so as to make, as it were, a mother-of-pearl sundae. From the head the gorgeous mixture has dripped down along the sides, and you can see plainly where it ceased to run over the less brilliant surface beneath.




  And if I wished to express to a Block Islander the fortunate fact that I had been so blessed as to attract and capture one of these masterpieces of the Almighty, I would say: “I caught a Bum.”




  Swift as a falcon, too. Such swiftness is no accident. This fish is stream-lined as no air-plane ever was. The back fin drops down into a groove which hides it altogether. The ventral and pectoral fins have depressions into which they fit, so that not the least obstacle to speed may interrupt the glass-smooth outline when speed is called for. Even the eyes are molded to exact conformity with the general surface, and the small mouth when closed, the gill covers, and all the rest sink and merge into the perfect figure of this living torpedo.




  And this speed-fish has not only speed, but speed on the surface. This flying jewel fights his fight on top of the water. Where he strikes in his first slashing attack, just beneath the shimmer of the sea, there he will be when his war is over. You will never have to pump this fellow up from among the sculpins and lobsters twenty fathoms deep. He does not like such company. His place is in the sun.




  Beauty and swiftness ought always go together, and here they make a faultless match. And all to the end of speed—speed and more speed, to the infinite delectation of the fortunate angler.




  But who was this marvel, and what was his name? Not Bum, assuredly. Bum! what a name for such a fish as Homer might have sung—swifter than swift-footed Achilles, and more beautiful than Helen, whose beauty launched a thousand ships.




  The Block Island name told me nothing. There was no better reason for this insulting epithet than this: the flesh is dark and over-rich, and brings little in the market.




  I didn’t know the right name, and what is more I couldn’t find out. I searched the fish books, and once I thought I had it—Frigate Mackerel. There was a name to fit—free, swift, graceful, roaming the Seven Seas, as this fish does—Frigate Mackerel, of course. But I found out that a Frigate Mackerel is even smaller than a common mackerel salted in a kit. My mistake.




  So when I caught another Bum—Heaven save the mark—I sent the best description of it I could make to the National Museum at Washington. No result. Next season I had my new find photographed and sent his picture. Still nothing. That left me with just one card to play. The season after I forwarded a specimen of the fish himself.




  You know, or maybe you do not, that in the eye of the naturalist a specimen is a label with an object of natural history attached. What I really did was to send the object with the hope that Washington would supply the label. And this time the name came back.




  It wasn’t by any means a satisfactory name, and it didn’t tell any story. But such as it was, it was the right name. Little Tunny. The Little part of it was right enough, because this wonder is no giant. But a tun is a big barrel, and Tunny sounds like a little barrel, fat and unexciting and slow, which is precisely what this fish is not. And the Latin name is still worse—Gymnosarda alleterata, which being translated is something like Letterback Naked Sardine—Naked Sardine because that’s what Gymnosarda means, and Letterback because Alleterata is the Sicilian name of this world encircling phenomenon, and refers, I suppose, to the markings on the back, which you might take for writing if you had never been out of Sicily.




  Letterback Naked Sardine! Thus do great scientists abuse their power. At least that awful appellation isn’t tatooed on, and in time even scientists may repent and bring forth works meet for repentance by choosing a name that fits. Here’s hoping.




  But after all there’s mighty little in a name, as some one has suggested before me, if I’m not mistaken. The play’s the thing, and the play in this particular case is simply superb. You must play a Little Tunny yourself to get the taste of it.




  Unlike his close cousin the Tuna, this fish of my affection plays out his play, as I have said, at the surface. No pumping him up out of the bottom, which is the curse of Tuna fishing. And for the qualities that make a game fish, I challenge you to find his peer, in salt water or fresh.




  Believe it or not, this wonder among fishes will take out in his first rush two hundred yards of line, sometimes two hundred and fifty, and one memorable run stripped three hundred and fifty yards of six-thread line from my spinning reel, as near as I could guess. And I didn’t miss it much, I promise you.




  That fish deserved to get away. He did get away, and I’m glad of it.




  “But what’s the use of talking? What do you say we go catch one ourselves, you and I?”




  “All right, come on.”




  So off we went, and this is the story of the day.




  It was just after Labor Day. Not a summer boarder, not a girl in shorts remained to dilute the Block Islandness of the Old Harbor. There was hardly a breath of wind. A little haze half hid the horizon. Outside the breakwater there was a swell, of course. There always is at sea. And you are out at sea the minute you leave the harbor at Block Island. But there wasn’t a ripple on the surface.




  I love those smooth glassy undulations, and the way they step up the colors they reflect from the sandy cliffs at the south end of the island. The fish bite better when there is a breeze, but in this life you can’t have everything just the way you want it. Maybe you’ve heard that before.




  Our lines were in the water as the Carnegie rounded the breakwater buoy. But what we looked for first wasn’t fish, but birds. For where there are fishing birds, biting fish are apt to be not far behind. As we left the Old Harbor the only bird in evidence was a solitary Herring Gull, flapping its wings in a bored sort of way, and obviously not going anywhere in particular.




  The land fell behind us as Captain Harry sent Ezra to the masthead. On such a day we might easily run across a Swordfish, and a 400 pound Swordfish amounts to something at forty cents a pound on the dock.




  Pretty soon Ezra hailed the deck. “Shark!” called Ezra.




  “What kind?” said Harry.




  “Hammerhead,” answered Ezra.




  “No good,” said Harry. “It won’t bite.”




  So we let it alone, and passing close aboard, watched its stubby back fin and pointed tail, separated by four or five feet of water, gently cutting the surface, as the Hammerhead sculled its weaving way along in its unceasing journey through the sea. If it had been a Mackerel Shark, Harry would have got out the Shark bait he keeps all ready on a wire leader in a pail of ice, fastened it swiftly to a heavy rod, and dropped it overboard. And then you’d have had your work cut out for you.




  A Mackerel Shark is a fighter more formidable than a tarpon, and almost as good a jumper. And if you had hooked one you would have remembered it till the cows came home. Likewise you would have remembered the piece of it you would have had the luck to eat broiled for your supper. Mackerel Shark is practically as good as Swordfish, and I can’t say more than that.




  But the Block Island Hammerhead, as Harry said, won’t bite, and I’ll bet it’s no good on the table. I never tried it.




  The crisp air of the morning was getting warmer, and the sun climbed fast.




  “You’d better put on your smoked glasses,” said I. “The glare on this kind of a day is mighty hard on the eyes.”




  So you got them out and put them on—a troublesome job, with one hand conscientiously holding on to your rod all the time. Not a little tackle has been lost overboard when the angler wasn’t tending to his knitting. Then for a while nothing happened.




  Suddenly “Birds to the south’ard,” came down from the masthead. Harry swung the tiller with his knee. Pretty soon we could see that birds were there, lots of them. There was going to be something doing.




  “Better reel in,” said I. “Perhaps there’s a bit of seaweed on your hook. If there is you might as well be towing an empty line.”




  Away in the distance were excited birds, and under the birds, splashes. Here and there came a vivid flash, like a window at sunset, as the light rebounded from the smooth skin of a jumping fish.




  “Bums,” says Harry. And that put ozone in the atmosphere with a vengeance.




  For all practical purposes a fish is as big as your tackle is light. The lighter the tackle the greater the skill, the longer the fight, and the better the sport. You can get just as much of a battle, and a far more interesting one, out of a twelve pound Little Tunny on a six-thread line than you can out of a fifty pound Tuna on a thirty-six.




  While the birds and splashes are still afar off, let’s have a look at the rod and reel I use for this supreme fighter. My rod conforms to the Tuna Club 3-6 specifications—not over six ounces in weight, and not less than six feet long, butt and all. Split bamboo it is, for a hickory rod of that weight and length would be too limber even for me, to whom stiff rods are an abomination.




  My reel is a No. 6, a little over four inches in diameter. And it holds first a lot of old line for backing, and on top of that 500 yards of six-thread Ashaway linen line. With the backing, the six-thread just comfortably fills it up, allowing for the fact that wet line takes more room than dry. But the essential thing about my reel is that it has no handle drag, as most sea reels do.




  When my reel gets into action, the handle spins backward or I wind it forward, as the case may be. It’s a little harder to fish with, I admit. More than once the whirling handle has dusted my knuckles, and once I paid a finger nail for my infatuation.




  Nevertheless I regard a handle drag as an invention of the devil, except for very large fish. It gives the fisherman an undue advantage, as I see it. But like other modern machinery, I suppose it’s here to stay, at least till somebody invents something that will give the poor fish even less of a run for his money.




  My reel is simple and straightforward; it keeps you in closer touch with the fish; and at the same time it gives your quarry a little better chance to get away. It’s a sporting proposition, and for years I haven’t used anything else for little Tunny.




  Before the Carnegie was out of the harbor I’d doubled your line for you at the seaward end with a knot I learned at Catalina. After the five or six feet of doubled line comes a swivel, and after that four or five feet of fine steel wire, about as thick as the wire of these invisible hairpins that ladies affect. I am a married man, and I have a right to know.




  At the tail of the wire is one of those Japanese white feather baits that are used so widely these last few years. Much as I hate to admit it, they’re a long way ahead of the Pinchot lamp-wick bait, which had all other Tuna baits faded, if I do say it, till these Jap contraptions came along. The feather neither twists nor untwists your line as most baits do; and the lighter the line the easier it gets twisted.




  But sometimes, when the Little Tunny are feeding on very small bait, they won’t take even the feather. If that happens you are not beaten yet. Search your tackle box for a diminutive tin Mackerel jig, scrape it till it shines, and try that.




  During the foregoing exposition the launch was running six or seven miles an hour—almost her best. But her best is just a saunter for Tuna and Little Tunny. Harry had a short hand-line out from the stern with a cedar jig. Your line and mine, with trolling drags set, were out on either side.




  Yours was to starboard, which is easier for a right handed man, and it was longer than mine. I saw to that, because in my experience the line farthest back gets the most fish. Being a green hand, you were entitled to the edge. If you’d been an old hand, our lines would have been even, and you may lay to that.




  By now we had got up close to where the voracious birds were slamming themselves down on the water and into the school of bait. And there were acres of Little Tunny—literally acres—breaking, and swirling, and throwing themselves out of the water in their fierce desire to kill.




  This was no more a glassy sea. The great deep was broken up, or at least the top of it was. Just to look at it was excitement enough. The Little Tunny flashed and smashed here, there, and everywhere, as the Hags and the Herring Gulls from above plunged their heads under after the same bait the Tunny were gobbling from below, and then paddled frantically over the surface to launch themselves in the air for the next plunge. Here was life on the ocean wave and lots of it.




  There wasn’t another fishing boat anywhere near us, so Harry took his time. While you and I held our breaths and hungered for a strike, he skirted the school instead of running through it; and that’s good judgment too. Running through a school will drive the fish down if you keep at it long enough, or if enough boats are doing it at the same time.




  Nothing happened for an interminable half-minute. Then suddenly there was a huge swirl just behind your bait, and a flash of light as the striking Tunny showed his silver side. You felt a touch and nothing more. But your heart moved up into your throat just the same.




  In another second came a yank, as if your hook had snagged a derelict, only ten times more vicious. This time there were no missed connections. The handle of your reel spun till it was nothing but a mist, while the line melted away like butter on a flapjack.




  “Yeeow,” I shouted, in the yell I always yell when a fish strikes.




  “He’s got it,” said you, in a distinctly tremulous voice. “Wha’ll I do now?”




  “Throw off that trolling drag,” hissed I in your ear, “and let your thumb just touch the line—only just. Just enough to keep the reel from overrunning.” And I suppose I said it about six times on end. You needed all six.




  Your line was fading, vanishing, disappearing till your whole being cried out to stop it.




  “Clamp that thumb down hard,” says the Natural Man. “He’ll have your whole line in ten seconds more. Stop him quick.”




  “Well, you can try if you want to,” says I over your shoulder, knowing from experience what was going on in your head, “but if you do, bang goes your line, and off goes your fish.”




  While you were wild to use Force, and I was talking Skill, your fish was taking line in a rush no other fish of anything like its size could begin to equal. A hundred yards, one hundred and fifty, two hundred, perhaps two hundred and fifty.




  “My gosh! Gee whiz! Goodness gracious! Heavens to Betsy!” and other lady-like expletives burst from your quivering lips. I was behind you and I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt. Something unusual seemed to be going on, and to you it seemed to go on for hours.




  Would this demon fish never stop? Would the line never cease to fade? I know as well as you do how it stirs a man up inside. But when you could hardly bear it any longer, at last the reel-handle emerged from the mist. If the fever called running wasn’t over for good and all, the temperature was distinctly lower. Perhaps you could even recover a little line.




  Harry had stopped the engine the moment your fish struck, and the boat was lying still.




  “Wind in if you can,” said the Experienced Fisherman from somewhere behind you, “but wind in gingerly. Be ready to drop the handle and put back the thumb the minute your fish shows signs of starting off again. And if he wants line let him have it. Give him plenty, just so you keep in touch with him. You’ve got all day to bring this fish to gaff.”




  Your leather rod socket was belted over your right shoulder and under your left, and not around your waist. That brought it high on your chest, where the short butt of your 3-6 rod would meet it handily.




  “Set the handle of your rod in the socket,” said your Adviser in Ordinary, “and keep the point up. Gauge the pressure on your line by the curve of the rod. And when the fish jerks his head, or runs, or otherwise raises Cain, let him have line. You might have heard me say that before. Give him line when he wants it, till you begin to feel that you are master.”




  So you let him have line, but not because you really wanted to—far from it. Then suddenly your line went slack. At that your internal organs, with one accord, turned to mere water.




  “There!” More Heavens to Betsys. “He’s gone.” Despair in every syllable.




  “I don’t think so. Reel in hard. You feel him again? Good! He’s on yet. You can’t expect him to swim the same way all day. Your line went slack when he changed his direction toward the boat.”




  That change helped you to win back perhaps a hundred yards of line. A hundred yards away your fish was flashing along just under the surface about as fast as ever, and your line, straight as a taut wire, was cutting the water till the spray rose in a little cloud behind it.




  “You got line enough back on the reel that time so you can afford to be a little rougher. Give him thunder with discretion. Get in every yard you can. But Man, keep your rod up. And glue your eye to the bend of it. You’re not handling a derrick. Pretty soon the fish will turn, and the line will come easier.”




  Upon which comforting words, Whiz! He was gone again in another hundred yard rush. Your comment on that I refuse to recall beyond this: “What in Tophet am I going to do now?”—much the least reprehensible part of it. I’ll concede now that you were in one difficult spot, but of course I wouldn’t admit it at the time.




  “Lift your thumb. Let him go. You can either let him run or lose him. It’s up to you.”




  About this time your recovery from shock had proceeded far enough so that a man could understand snatches of what you were saying.




  “Good Heavens! Isn’t this fish ever going to give in? Durn his pictur'. Have I got to give up all this line I worked so hard to get? This blame fish must have a dynamo in his tail. I never felt anything like it. There he goes again!”




  Zzzz! Zzzz! Zzzz! In one yard and out two was the way it seemed to you, which was a jingle I hadn’t intended. Your rod was bowing like a headwaiter, and your line was streaming out to sea.




  “The very devil must be in him.” And then to me: “How long have I been at this thing? It seems like a week.”




  Well, you’d been at it just seven minutes, and the worst was yet to come. And so for minute after minute (of sixty minutes each) the fight went on, sometimes the fish on top, sometimes the fisherman. Fifteen minutes, twenty, twenty-five, and still the fish was going strong.




  But at long last most of your line was back on the reel. The fish was near the boat. Everybody shouted at once, “There he is.” We could see the glorious creature gleaming in the sunlight as he fought on his side in the final circling which all rod fishermen at sea learn to know so well. This was the last phase.




  “Stand up,” said I, “and fight the rest of this fight on your feet. You’ll see why in a minute.”




  I’d hardly spoken when your fish swam right under the launch. What to do? What to do? Anxiety—no, consternation—covered your shining, not to say perspiring, countenance. You were earning your fish in the sweat of your brow for a fact.




  “Plunge your rod into the water straight down to the reel,” said the Embodiment of Wisdom, “until the tip of it carries the line below propeller and rudder, and below the splinters on the keel. And as the fish swings to the other side, follow round the stern without lifting your rod till the line is clear, and be ready to repeat. Which you couldn’t have done sitting down.




  “Right at the boat is where rods are broken and fish are lost. Don’t press, and mind your p’s and Q’s.”




  To which excellent advice you answered nothing. You were very much otherwise occupied.




  Circle followed circle, and then more circles. You thought you had him, over and over again, and said so. And each time you just barely didn’t. It was tough, and on that point you did not keep your sentiments to yourself. The Naked Sardine wasn’t the only one the strain was telling on.




  Finally the knot of the doubled line appeared above the surface. Harry picked up the gaff, seized the line, worked down it till he could reach the swivel, leaned over the still struggling fish, struck in the gaff, and the fight was over.




  Yet as the gaff lifted your hard won trophy into the boat, disaster missed you narrowly. You forgot to lift your rod at the same time (or perhaps I forgot to tell you), you forgot to let a yard or two of line slip from the reel, and so Harry’s swing that brought the fish aboard bent and almost broke your tip. It wouldn’t have been his fault if it had. And under any rules a broken rod disqualifies the fish.
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