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Impressionists

ON A DREARY LATE-FEBRUARY MORNING, I890, WINSLOW HOMER has made one of his infrequent trips down from his home in Prouts Neck, Maine, to New York City. He is in town to visit Gustave Reichard’s gallery on Fifth Avenue and see how his showing of Adirondack watercolors is doing and to discuss some other business with Mr. Reichard. When Reichard is called away to the telephone, Homer wanders out into the galleries, which are empty at this time of day except for a slight, tidily dressed, and rather heavily mustached man who, though still in the process of removing his overcoat, has already become intensely absorbed in examining the nearest painting. As Homer watches, the man moves quickly past several paintings, occasionally exclaiming in gusty whispers of obvious delight.

No longer able to restrain himself from greeting such a hearty admirer, Homer crosses the gallery, extends a hand, says, “Good morning to you,” and introduces himself.

“The artist himself? Well, this is a happy surprise. My name’s Gordon, Theodore Gordon,” he said, seeming barely able to tear his gaze away from the art on the gallery walls.

“I don’t mean to intrude, Mr. Gordon. Only I couldn’t help noticing that you seem to be enjoying the paintings,” said Homer.

“Yes! I saw the notice of your exhibition in Forest and Stream, and then an angler friend encouraged me to come in. I confess I wasn’t sure if he was serious. He was being unaccountably coy










































































































Teepees over Texas


I. THE STAGE

THIS FIRST PART IS TRUE; WELL, AS TRUE AS ANY FISHING STORY ever is.

For a couple years in the mid-1950s my family lived in Corpus Christi, Texas, well down the Texas coast. We were fresh transplants from Pennsylvania, from where my dad, a Lutheran minister, and my mother, a sometime substitute teacher and full-time housekeeper/child-raiser/loving mom, had uprooted us when Dad felt the call to go into what was then called “domestic mission work,” that is, moving to some corner of the country that the higher-ups in the Lutheran Church saw as ripe for the establishment of a new congregation. It was arduous work and a dramatic change from his distinguished pastorate of a prosperous, well-established parish in Hershey. In seeming contradiction to the challenges and difficulty of the work, the assignment came with a disgracefully large cut in salary. But it was where his faith and his heart led him, so we went.

For my brother, sister, and me, Texas was a radically new and nearly exotic environment, a “faraway place” in the best sense of the song: in our mid-1950s Corpus Christi suburb there was a house a few doors down with an actual producing banana tree in the backyard; everybody talked funny; everybody thought we talked funny; we were “Yankees” at a time when most southerners were still pretty sure the Civil War wasn’t over yet; there were “horned toads” in the field across the street; summer was very hot; and there was no discernible winter. Perhaps most revealing of what an unknown country Texas was to Pennsylvanians at the time, when my second grade teacher back in Hershey organized my little classmates to send me letters, one of them asked me if I rode a horse to school.

The fishing was also a big change from Pennsylvania. My dad, though not an especially enthusiastic angler himself, was a genuinely great dad—the founding hero of my life. But my big brother Steve, then an adolescent of twelve or so and already my other hero, was a passionate fisherman, so Dad took Steve and me fishing regularly. I was about seven, and I think now that I probably got to go along because I would have whined insufferably if they’d left me behind. I may have lacked Steve’s informed enthusiasm for fishing, but I managed to have some fun in my own way.

I can now see that I had no idea what a wonderful, broadening experience life in Texas was for three kids from the North. Ever since then, as I’ve lived in various states and as I studied and wrote about our country’s history and natural history, that brief period along the south Texas coast has come productively to mind countless times. This is especially true of the fishing, which I now remember with considerable wonder, though at the time it was just “fishin’”—most definitely without the final g.

These little outings typically began with a brief stop at a local fish market where Dad would buy a frozen squarish half-brick-size block of near-jumbo shrimp chunks, our bait for the day. This I recall with something approaching horror—that we would squander what today would be a high-value culinary target by chucking it piece by piece into the Gulf of Mexico in hopes of catching fish that wouldn’t taste anywhere near as good as the bait.

We fished along the Gulf Coast shore somewhere not far from town, out toward the Naval Air Station that was, at that time, home of the famous Blue Angels. I suppose that one of Dad’s parishioners or perhaps some neighborhood informant had put him on to this fishing spot. The shore consisted of rock and sand and some straggling vegetation that I don’t remember any better than that, and the land was restrained by a low wall (wood? concrete? I couldn’t say) so the water was a couple feet or so down from where we stood to cast.

And there were lots of crabs. I was both fascinated and a little creeped out by them as they scuttled around with their fine disregard for any sense of going in the direction they were facing.

We all had the standard working-class rods and reels of the day. I suppose that because we were just fishin’ rather than fishing we probably called our rods poles, but as I write about them now, I can’t seem to break the habit of calling rods rods. Dad’s and mine were solid fiberglass and Steve’s was, as best he can remember, one of those steel ones that were popular at the time. Steve also reminds me that Dad’s rod was white, and mine, which Steve (bless his heart) saved all these years and just recently mailed to me, was a sort of sickly green.

The sturdiness of this gear was demonstrated to me when the rod arrived at my door. At some point on its trip in a mailing tube from Michigan to Montana the rod managed to poke through Steve’s careful packaging, exposing a couple inches of the tip to the vicissitudes and violence of shipping, but the tip was just fine. I suppose that the fates, which surely would have made short work of any modern name-brand rod in such a situation, either found it was too tough to break or figured that it was too cheap to bother with.

Dad had an Akron Pflueger bait-casting reel, and Steve and I had lesser-quality (read “cheap, but what could be afforded”) reels. At the time I saw these reels as godawfully vicious things, which I guess they were for a kid like me, because of more or less constant backlashes. I did not come to appreciate the better class of such reels as the beautiful little machines they were and are until many years later. In a separate package Steve also sent me Dad’s reel, so I can authoritatively state that our lines were multicolored Dacron ones, probably about 30-pound test; at every stage in our gear we were evidently going for strength rather than subtlety. We even had a landing net, long-handled enough to reach down to the water from where we stood and retrieve whatever it was we’d hooked.

Almost any fish we caught was exciting. Casting from shore like that our harvest was not huge, but it might include some version of saltwater catfish, small black drumfish, saltwater “sea trout,” eels, and something that looked like whiting. I suppose there were other species, but the very few surviving photos of Steve and me holding up a stringer of fish are blurry and hard to interpret. I don’t remember ever catching anything that was more than a foot long unless it was an eel, which I refused to handle, but we happily filled the stringer with the more select species and brought them home. My mother, a rural Ohio girl highly skilled in the breading and frying of northern bluegills, perch, and catfish, expertly prepared them for us. This was fishin’!

As I say, I was seven, which meant that beneath my cheerful, Sunday-School-perfect-attendance, bowtie-wearing veneer, I was just another soulless little barbarian. It is true that I lacked some of the finer instincts for cruelty of some of my new seven-year-old pals, who would have instantly grasped the opportunities for sadistic anatomical experiments on those crabs, but my blithe obliviousness to good sense did show itself in other ways, most involving whatever fish was unlucky enough to take my bait.

Being a bright and inventive boy (i.e., inherently dangerous), and having immediately but not quite accurately figured out that the whole point of this enterprise was the bringing-in of fish, I took a value-added approach to any fish I caught that might best be called “catch-and-catch-again.” Having successfully hooked and summarily dragged in some poor benighted little thing, I saw no reason to stop there, so I’d haul back and wing the still-hooked fish as far out as I could and reel it in again. And again. And maybe again. I was perceptive enough to notice that the excitement level dropped off rapidly with each successive retrieve, and I do have a faint almost-memory that my brother or my dad eventually noticed this bit of childhood savagery, but I really couldn’t say how they reacted. Probably not positively.

(Here’s a thought, though. The great angler-conservationist Lee Wulff, one of the pioneers of modern catch-and-release fishing, taught us that a sport fish is too valuable to be caught just once. Given that, I suppose that to a nonangling alien who had just stepped from his spacecraft my catch-and-catch-again behavior might seem qualitatively indistinguishable from modern catch-and-release enthusiasts who—though leaving out the stupid part where you cast the same fish out again—do, as a group at least, happily catch the same fish again and again.)

But my most important memories of our fishing there on the edge of the Gulf of Mexico involve my dad. I’m sure he would have been my hero whatever he might have looked like, but he made it even easier by being physically heroic, a big strong man from a family of big strong men. He grew up in the mountains of eastern Pennsylvania, where my grandpa was an engineer on the coal trains. In the mid-1930s, after graduating from high school, Dad and a friend converted a huge old Studebaker into a homemade coal truck (being young, they painted “The Bomber” in tall uneven letters on the sides) and spent a year as bootleg coal miners, illegally and dangerously working the leftover veins in deep shafts that were abandoned but still owned by the big companies. For the rest of his life, any of his parishioners who happened to look closely at his hands during the communion service might have noticed the coal scars. Luckily, a helpful and generous uncle, recognizing that this big kid had the makings of something special, funded his first year of college, where he thrived; his extracurricular activities included playing left tackle on the football team.

I mention Dad’s size and strength because it comes up in any discussion of his fishing. It was partly because of his inherent athleticism that he naturally decided that he’d like to cast his bait a lot farther than his tackle would normally allow. After all, on several occasions at various places along the coast we’d seen the topmost bits of very large fish, apparently sharks or tarpon, much farther out from shore than we could reach. Dad would have just reflexively asked himself, “Why not those, too?”

As it happened, among Dad’s amazing array of constructive pastimes was the making of lead soldiers, probably an interest he’d picked up while young and stuck with. I remember him pouring the bright molten lead into the molds in his little workroom in the basement. He made and then carefully painted hundreds of the little soldiers, cowboys, and Indians that we kids played with. In the thirty-some years since his death, this little lead army has been entirely demobilized, but I still have one piece, a flat and roughly triangular representation of an Indian teepee two inches high, two inches across the base, and a tad less than a quarter inch thick. In shallow relief on the front an apparent Indian of unknown tribe is seated in the folded-back doorway. On the reverse in equally shallow relief are the stitching lines of the various hides used to make the teepee.

These little teepees were Dad’s spontaneous answer to the problem of casting farther. He drilled a hole near the top, tied one on his line near the hooked shrimp, and let fly. The little Akron wasn’t made for such heavy work and must have protested vigorously at the untoward exit velocity of all that weight, but being well made it did keep working. I’m sure that there was much added excitement to be had just in reaching that much farther into the ocean.

It is with the thought of that excitement that I move from the what happened to my cherished dreams of what might have happened. Or, better said, what should have happened.

In other books I have explored some fairly ethereal concepts of the just rewards an angler’s worthiness might reap. To summarize, I cherish the thought that there could be some greater justice, some karmic scorekeeping, at work when we fish; that once in a great while some fisherman, through hard work, good intentions, and whatever other worthy qualities might affect such things, is given a fish by a benevolent Nature for reasons beyond anything to do with said angler’s fish-savvy, location, or the properly managed presentation of bait, lure, or fly; that there might be a higher rightness of that angler catching a fish right then. Laugh, oh ye skeptics, but I believe—and I’m sure many others share this secret conviction—that I may have seen it happen. And in any event, it is a great thing to hope for a day like that. Besides, even if it didn’t happen I can still wish that it could.




II. THE STORY

Such was a hot bright day there on the very western shore of the Gulf of Mexico. And I wonder if what happened that day may not have been merely about the worthiness of my dad, as profoundly worthy as he was. It could instead have been the result of the cumulative and slowly gathering worthiness of countless dads on countless little fishing trips where they exercised inexhaustible patience and good humor to put their fussy, overexcited, and beloved children in the way of catching a fish. Up to that day, dating from some distant past when it had happened last, on such trips and shores beyond counting, much that was inexpressible and incalculable was earned and totted up in some ethereal but long-abiding Great Book of Merit—earned by all those hours of rain, sunburn, snagged lines, tearful setbacks, hooked fingertips … all those gallons of big and little anglers’ finger-blood, worm juice, and other forms of fishing goo reflexively wiped on pant legs and shirtsleeves beyond counting. Some mighty and vigilant presence, however each of us may choose to define him/her/it in our own spiritual dictionary, kept imperturbable watch over the filling of that book, looking to the time for the eventual paying-out of a cosmic, balance-restoring dividend. And that day along our anonymous bit of Texas shoreline, the time had come.

There were two or three other fishing parties strung every fifty or so yards along the shore in both directions, and we could hear their occasional hoots and hollers as they enjoyed their beers or brought in a fish. We were having at least as much fun, though minus the beer, and we’d been at it long enough to have a fair stringer-load of this and that. Steve, who almost always caught the most fish, landed three of the fish we knew as trout. I’d caught one or two luckless, anonymous little fish, messed around with pretty rocks and shells to my own personal satisfaction, and only once had to edge discreetly away from the random, mysterious wanderings of the crabs. Very little of our time had been wasted picking at backlashes, which I always did with the pointless but inextinguishable hope that I’d find the one loop that when pulled would magically release the rest of the snarl.

So it had already been a good day when Dad muscled out a particularly lofty and hard-driven cast in the general direction of Tampa. Steve and I often paused to watch in both awe and envy as his shrimp/teepee combination arced far and high over the water, landing with a respectable splash, so we were still watching as the splash was followed, within a second or two and at the very same spot, by a rolling bulge of the water.

This startled us, but Dad, always prompt to begin his retrieve, was already cranking the reel when the fish hit. Feeling the take, he set the hook in an unyielding weight. The white rod bent, then bent some more without any evidence of shoreward progress on the part of whatever he’d hooked way out there. His surprise immediately turned to a greater interest than he normally showed while fishing. He smiled.

The fish did not share his enjoyment of the moment. Line instantly poured from the reel so that Dad, though trying to thumb down the whirring reel, had to ease off or risk a seriously abraded thumb. He told us later that he had no idea how much line the reel might hold, much less if the fish might take it all, but before he could deliberate on this previously unimaginable eventuality the fish jumped.

This was perhaps the moment of greatest revelation for us all, the visual peak of the thrills still to come. Out of the sea came this enormous furious shining thing, seeming to polaris vertically into the air, twisting and spraying water whose particles flashed as if the fish was shedding small glittering fragments of its own glowing substance. Though we were too shocked to yet realize it, and were hardly qualified to identify or estimate such a thing, Dad had just hooked a tarpon of about sixty pounds.

Being who he was both professionally and personally, Dad did not let out with the obligatory string of frantic and jubilant expletives that would be expected from almost any mortal angler at such a moment, so you’ll just have to trust me that his slowly spoken “Gee whiz!” carried into the salty atmosphere all the rhetorical heft and authority of any of the less savory alternative outbursts with which others might have honored the moment. He’d never hooked a big fish in his life. He smiled again.

I was frozen in a mixture of fear and wonder; that big thing out there scared me well beyond thinking. But Steve, seeing the determination in his father’s face and sensing what Dad was about to do, shouted, “Just keep the line tight, Daddy! You’re gonna have to play him! You can’t just reel him in.” Which was of course precisely what Dad—who knew no better and had instantly accepted this violent invitation to find out who was stronger, him or this grand fish—was about to try to do.

I have no doubt that this advice saved the day. Steve, having even at that age accumulated priceless experience with big fish while wrestling porcine carp ashore from a big Ohio reservoir near our grandma’s house, was well ahead of Dad in his fish-landing savvy.

I give Dad a lot of credit for instantly recognizing the superior knowledge in this matter of the small, earnest boy standing next to him. He said, “Okay, so I just hold on until it gets tired?” Come what may, this had now become a family effort.

“Reel in when it lets you,” Steve said, with what I thought was amazing calm, “but keep ready to let it run.”

That was what it came down to, all right, but as anyone who has hooked a powerful fish knows, it never feels that simple when it’s happening to you. The fish was off again as soon as it landed, but this time it ran across in front of us rather than away from us, thus keeping about the same distance from shore. This provided Dad with a moment to get used to keeping the line taut, giving a little line while keeping the rod tip well up to make the fish work, and at least starting to think about reeling in when next it seemed possible. A second equally breathtaking jump turned the fish around, and, as it headed back to the general neighborhood of its first jump, I unfroze enough to squeak, “What is it, Daddy?”

“It’s a tarpon, and a goddamn big one!” This came from one of the nearest fishermen, a tall, slender man with short but bright red hair who, having noticed the commotion out in the water, ran right over and was standing a few yards off to Dad’s right. “What’d you get ’im on?”

“A chunk of shrimp, Frank,” Dad said, without the least loss of concentration on his line cutting through the water.

The man had apparently been too focused on the fish to take a good look at Dad, but now he said, “Oh, sorry Rev’rend, I didn’t see it was you in your civvies.” Frank was an irregularly attending member of Dad’s new flock. He might even have been the one who put us onto this spot in the first place. He said, “Have you caught tarpon before?” just as the fish launched itself in another noisy, torquing leap, then headed for deeper water, peeling line from the reel in uneven jerks as Dad gave the reel spool as much pressure as his thumb could stand.

“Not that I can recall right this minute,” he said, still smiling and not taking his eyes off the line.

Frank smiled too and said, “Well, if you don’t mind some advice, next time he’s not runnin’ it would be a good idea if you set the hook good and hard a couple more times. There’s not much in their mouths for a hook to get hold of, and you want to make sure he’s on good.” He looked around at Steve and me, took in our little tackle box and suddenly inadequate net, then turned back to Dad and added, “You’re gonna have to work him right up against the boards here so’s we can grab him.” Steve and I looked at each other, both hoping that by “we” he meant himself rather than either of us.

The big events in our lives, at least our memories of them, come down the years to us along a complicated path of gradually refined and embroidered memory and an equally problematic conversational process in which the story is told and retold until it finally settles into a more or less “official” form that passes for the truth as long as no participant in the original event feels too slighted by its final and often minutely tailored version.

By this admittedly imperfect route, over the years our family has come to agree that the tarpon jumped eight times and made at least a dozen progressively shorter runs over the next twenty minutes; that the skin on Dad’s thumb was worn through and bleeding by the time he was sure enough of the fish to simply crank it across the last twenty feet of open water and nearly to our feet; that finally Frank, fully but very casually dressed, unhesitatingly eased himself over the edge into the waist-deep water, saying, “All right, Reverend, all you gotta do is lead him past in front of me”; that Dad hauled back one final time on the straining rod and did just that; that Frank crouched down under the fish, cradled it in both arms, lifted it, walked it to shore, and dumped it on the dry ground in front of us; that it would be forever uncertain whether it was the baited hook or the teepee, which had somehow gotten irretrievably wedged deep in the tarpon’s jaw or throat, that gave Dad the necessary hold to play the fish; or, for that matter, if it was the bait or the teepee that the fish wanted to eat in the first place; that Frank’s wife Loretta brought her camera down and photographed Dad, Steve, and me holding the fish across in front of us (well, all of the holding was done by Dad, but Steve and I put our arms under the ends and did try to lift, just for the form of the thing); that Frank, having assured us that tarpon “tasted like crap warmed-over,” suggested we just roll it back into the water rather than haul it somewhere to be weighed and photographed some more; that after the big splash settled and we watched with some relief as the tarpon righted itself and swam slowly off, Frank said, “I reckon I might should be comin’ to your church more regular”; and that the next day we found Loretta’s picture of us with our giant smiles and Dad’s well-earned fish on the front page of the local paper under the headline, “Local Pastor’s Miracle of the Fishes.”




III. THE POINT

I have no idea how long it takes for the Great Book of Merit to refill. Moreover, I go back and forth on the equally important question of whether there is only one such book that all of us are cumulatively trying to fill, or if there are instead many such books—even if we might each have our own. The idea of such books, or one cumulative book, goes a long way toward explaining the cherished notion of fisherman’s luck: for instance, the bewildering way that once in a great while some blessed young angler catches a monster on his first cast. It couldn’t be the number of casts he made that earned a fish that fast, so maybe it was the long accretion of casts by anglers everywhere that happened to reach some critical luckiness mass just as the kid lobbed his lure into the water.

Luck is by most accounts an enormously complicated idea. One of my favorite of Ernie Schwiebert’s fishing stories, one he told in Remembrances of Rivers Past (1972), involved his youthful fishing trip to a Norwegian river famous for its giant Atlantic salmon, where he caught what any angler would consider the fish of a lifetime, a fifty-one-pounder. When an older friend, a lifelong salmon fisherman, heard of the catch, he put the achievement in perspective for Ernie:

Killing a salmon like that at your age is tragic, he smiled philosophically. It’s like stumbling over the Grail on your first mission from Camelot.

Such is luck and, perhaps more to the point, such is fishing. Judging from the embarrassingly and entirely undeserved kindnesses that Nature has bestowed upon me in the past seventy years, I remain certain that even if at a desk in some implausible ethereal realm an accounting of each fisherman’s worthiness is indeed being kept, it seems undeniable to me that someone besides me must be doing something sensationally meritorious to make up for my own inconsequential fumblings as an angler. Nothing else would explain all the magical things that keep happening to me whenever I go fishing.

Still, as grateful as I am for whatever mysteries were involved in giving me all those rich and astonishing days astream, I would trade them all if Dad could just have really caught that tarpon so long ago.
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