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February 11, 1974

New Smyrna Beach, FL

Dear Jim,

Hey, old buddy.  How’s life on the used car lot?  I know how tickled you get when I screw up, so you’re going to love this one.

We had a little nor’easter crack down on us at the beginning of the week, and it puffed up pretty good for a couple of days.  Actually, it lasted for three days.  You know, the old-timers, whoever they are, say these nor’easters blow in sets of three’s… three, six, nine days, etc., so they were right this time.  But it let up late yesterday, and laid down all last night.

We figured we could get out to fish this morning, so by dawn we were at the inlet, and it didn’t look too bad, so we went for it.  Crossing the bar wasn’t nearly as violent as it looked like it was going to be, and by the time we got outside, it was ok.  Ok for us, anyway.  You’d have been kneeling at the bulwarks feeding the fish, but that’s why car salesmen aren’t fishermen – yuk, yuk.  But by the time we got the stabilizers down, it was right comfortable.

Those stabilizers are amazing, Jim.  They consist of a triangle-shaped piece of quarter-inch plate steel about two feet to the side.  One of the three points has a big lead weight on it, and there is an attachment point in the middle of the plate where you can shackle a shot of chain to it.  That chain goes through a block (pulley, if you’re a car salesman) located at the end of the steel outriggers that you lower on each side of the boat before you start fishing.  If it starts to get rough, you lower those things into the water, just deep enough so they can’t reach the side of the boat.  (If you drop them too deep, there’s a chance they could hit the hull when it gets real hairy out there, and punch a hole in it.)  When the boat rolls, one stabilizer starts going down while the other is going up.  The one that’s going down starts diving because of the lead weight.  But the one that’s coming up pivots to horizontal and that’s what slows the roll down.  I heard some statistics from someplace that claimed they cut the roll by 65%, and I’ve got to believe it.

Crossing the bar, we just kind of idle along, and the bow jumps up and down a lot, but because we’re going so slow, everything pretty much stays put.  But as soon as we round the end of the jetties, the swells are coming from the side, and man, the old gal starts rollin’.  Shit starts flying everywhere, especially if you haven’t fished in any rough weather for a while and stuff’s not stowed properly.  I mean things hit the house walls a couple of times before they ever make it to the deck.  But as soon as you drop those flopper-stoppers, it’s a whole new world.  Your old coffee cup just sits right there on the galley table, pretty as you please.

So we got the stabilizers down and all those big old swells were doing was make the boat rise and fall gently as they slid underneath us.  That sure makes the job of pulling the nets out to the end of those outriggers a lot easier, and safer, too.  We managed to get everything out there without any tangles, so I went up to the wheelhouse and brought the throttle up to half speed, and Richard let out the cable and set the nets on the bottom while I aimed the boat where I thought the shrimp might be.  When I heard Richard dog the winch off, I brought the engine up to towing speed, and I knew we had a good set.

Boy, that’s a good feeling when everything goes out just right; the boat pulls straight, the engine sounds right, and the “motion of the ocean” is so comfortable.  Makes you want to say, “Whew,” right out loud.

I put the autopilot in gear and stepped out of the starboard wheelhouse door.  Richard was standing by at the winch, and I motioned for him to go ahead and lower the trynet, a miniature version of the big nets, so we could take a sample to see if we were catching any shrimp.  Then back inside so I could get the door closed and not lose any more heat from the deckhouse.

We keep a couple of burners going on the propane stove back in the galley when it’s cold out, like it is now, early in the morning.  That works out great, because we keep the coffee pot off to the side, and it stays hot at the same time.  So I went back to the galley and got a fresh cup, and then back up front where I hopped up into the captain’s chair, swung my feet up on the dash, and looked in towards Daytona Beach.  I was thinking about all those poor sapsuckers on the hill, giving each other the finger as they fought the morning traffic on the way to work.  (‘Course, I knew all the car salesmen were still in bed.)

  But man, you should have seen the sun come up this morning.  We hit the inlet just at sunrise, and on the back side of these winter cold fronts, the air is so damned clear, the sun looks like it’s popping up out of the ocean about five miles away.  Those big old swells were breaking across the bar, half-hidden in the line of sea mist they create, and when the sun broke the surface, it backlit the whole scene with a fiery-red glow that took your breath away.  Fire and water; friends for an instant.

But the thing about cold fronts that’s important to us is that for some reason, rough weather brings shrimp.  Don’t ask me why.  Even the old-timers haven’t figured that one out.  But after every blow, there will be shrimp.  Not everyplace, but there will be shrimp somewhere, even if there were none to be found before the storm.

So while I was drinking my coffee and thinking about all those people suffering through life and going to jobs that they hated, I was also trying not to watch the egg timer ticking away on the dash, winding down to the strike of the bell that would tell me fifteen minutes were up and it was time to pull up the “sample-sack.”  That would be the moment of truth; it would tell us if we were in the shrimp.  And watching that timer tick is just like watching a pot of water on the stove that won’t boil.  And it goes something like this:

Richard stands next to me in the wheelhouse with his cup in his hand and he’s doing his early morning shrimp-shuffle in time with the rock & roll coming from the tape player.

“You got the shit this morning, Cap,” he asks?

You know Richard.  He never calls me Cap.  Except for that first time in the morning when the first “try” is still on the bottom, and we’re “waiting for that pot to boil.”

“Oh, yeah, man.  We in the main vein,” I answer.  And he throws a little special step into his shuffle.

DING, goes the bell, and Richard’s out the door, his cup still in his hand, and he’s heading for the back deck to haul in the trynet.

I hear the baby winch start turning, but I’m the mature captain, and we’ve got four minutes until the trynet comes up, so I casually light a cigarette, exit the house, and stroll to the back deck, my cup still in my hand and the cigarette dangling from my lips.

Richard is standing at the winch, holding the friction handle in the engaged position with his right hand.  He raises his cup with the other, takes a big swallow, sloshes the remainder overboard, and sets the cup down on the ice hold hatch cover.  I can tell by the slight movements of his body that he’s still working on his shrimp shuffle

I walk to the stern, set my cup on the transom, and pick up a small grappling hook attached to a forty-foot line that is fastened to a cleat at its other end.  I walk the fifteen feet forward to where the first part of the chain bridle attached to the trynet is just breaking the water.  The remaining line is coiled in my left hand, and the three-pronged hook is dangling from my right, ready to throw.

Richard watches the net emerge from the water, ready to stop the winch at the proper time.  I watch it as well, but my attention is directed to the small sack beneath the surface at the trailing end of the funnel-shaped net, trying to determine if there are any shrimp there.  The doors, which keep the mouth of the net open when it is being towed, break the water and ascend toward the block located in the middle of the outrigger.

The sack is nearing the surface.  I brace my knees against the bulwarks and lean over the cap rail so I can get a closer look.  And there they are: little balls of fire sticking through the meshes of the webbing of the sack.  Shrimp eyes.  Lots of ‘em, reflecting the early morning light, each one looking like a miniature replication of this morning’s rising sun.

Richard shuts off the winch and turns aft to face me, his eyebrows raised like question marks.  I say nothing, but I answer his expression with a purposely-exaggerated smile on my face, and turn to throw the grappling hook, which will catch the tail end of the small trynet.  I haul it to the side of the boat; Richard reaches down and grabs it with both hands, and heaves it over the rail and onto the deck.  I lean down, untie the pucker strings that close the sack at the end of the funnel, and Richard lifts up the tail of the net and dumps the shrimp on the deck.

They fall out of the net just like we were emptying a sack of marbles; they go everywhere.  They’re big, and they’re wild; and they’re hopping up off the deck like a bunch of electric bananas.  I quickly retie the pucker strings, closing the sack for the next try, and throw the tail of the net back overboard.

I start picking the shrimp up and get two or three in each hand, counting as I go, and they’re so charged up I can’t hold on to them, and they jump out of my hands and make me lose count, and I have to throw them back down on the deck and start over again.  Richard kneels down on the deck to help, because this is the fun part.

“I’ll get these, man,” I say to him.  “You get the trynet back on the bottom.  We don’t want to drag out of these guys.  Run up and get the timer while the net’s going down, and let’s make a ten minute try this time.”

“Roger,” says Richard, and he gets up and heads for the winch.

I quickly pick up eight shrimp, four in each hand, for they are so big that’s all I can hold, and I throw them in a bushel basket.  I start on another eight, and out of the corner of my eye I notice that two shrimp hop right out of the basket.

“Damn, these things are wild,” I say to Richard and the rest of the world.  He has un-dogged the winch, and the trynet’s on its way back to the bottom.  He does the exaggerated version of his shrimp-shuffle that he calls the back deck two-step, and heads to the wheelhouse to get the timer.

I give up for the moment, stand up, grab the basket, and pour the six remaining shrimp back on the deck.  With all that jumping, the pile of marbles has now spread over half the back deck.  I pick up the long-handled brush we use for scrubbing the deck, and start sweeping the shrimp back into a pile against the bulwarks.  They are finally starting to settle down a little bit.  I pick my coffee cup up off the cap rail and take a big swig, and I admire the pile for a few minutes.  I can feel the effects of the adrenalin that’s pumping through my veins.  In my mind, for a split second, the pile of shrimp changes to a pile of dollar signs.  Even without counting them, I know that many shrimp caught in fifteen minutes in the trynet means the big rigs are filling up fast.  If we can stay in ‘em for another half hour, we’ll have a record day.

I kneel back down on the deck and start throwing shrimp in the basket.  157 of the little devils.  As big as they are, and as wild as they are, I guess that we’ll have two pounds of shrimp in the big rigs for every shrimp we catch in the trynet.

And that’s how the day began.  We got lucky.  First thing, we dropped the nets right on top of their little heads.  We drug the nets for another ten minutes and pulled the trynet again.  Same thing.  We were still in ‘em.  The third try, it dropped off, so I ran up to the wheelhouse, disengaged the autopilot, rolled the wheel hard to port, dropped a becket over one of the spokes to hold it in place, and started a 180-degree inshore turn.

Because we were pulling the nets at a little less than walking speed, making that turn took almost fifteen minutes, and I really wasn’t looking for much there.  But I figured the little devils were heading for the beach, and I got lucky because one try later, there they were again.

By the middle of the afternoon they had either gotten away from us, or we already had ‘em on ice.  There was still enough to work for, but it got to be pretty ho-hum.  Just putting in the time.  And that’s when the boredom got the best of me.

In the wintertime the gulls get really hungry.  I guess they can’t find much to eat when it’s blowing, and after a blow they turn real aggressive.  I was sitting in the captain’s chair with my feet up and getting restless when I noticed this particular gull perched on the outrigger head stay, just outside the window.  That wasn’t unusual in itself; they were perched all over the boat.  But what I noticed about this guy was that he had a couple of thin, wire-looking things hanging out of his beak.  When I took a closer look, I realized that what I was looking at were shrimp whiskers, and I knew exactly what he’d done.

They fly around the back of the boat all the time, screeching and squawking, and crapping all over everything, but if you leave the back deck unattended, they’ll take your shrimp right out of the baskets.  That son-of-a-bitch had stolen one of my shrimp.  Man, was I ever pissed.  And then it hit me: I could not only have my revenge, but I could have a little fun at the same time.

I walked to the back deck and pulled a ball of #15 net-mending twine out of the deck box.  #15 is pretty light twine, but it’s plenty strong for what I had in mind.  I cut about two fathoms off the ball, (that’s 12 feet to a car salesman) and found a ¾-inch galvanized nut that I tied to one end to serve as a weight, and I was in business.

Now, when I said those birds were flying around the back of the boat, squawking and screeching, I mean they were thick.  I don’t know how they can fly so close together and not run into each other, but they do.  And they’re close enough to grab onto, but they’re just too quick to catch…  but I had something for ‘em, now.

I stood at the port stern quarter and let out enough twine so the weight hung down to about where I stood on the deck, but I was holding it so it hung dangled on the far side of the bulwarks, out over the water.  And then I started swinging it sort of like a lasso, ‘round and ‘round, and three seconds later I had a gull all tangled up at the end of it.  Tangled, but unhurt.

I reeled him in, folded up his wings, and then holding him in my left hand, untangled the twine with my right.  Next I hollered for Richard to open up the ice hold hatch cover, and I dropped him down in the hold.

“That’s one,” I said.

“What the hell are you doing,” asked Richard?

“We’re going to put on a little show when we get to the dock.  I’m going to fill this hold up with these flying rats, and after we tie up at the dock, we’ll open the hatch cover and they’ll come flying out like balloons at a political convention.”

Richard grinned, and headed for the deck box to rig up his own rat-catcher.

I lost count of how many birds we caught in the next hour or so, but there were a bunch of them down there when we finally quit and headed for the dock.  We got the boat tied up ok, and had everybody from the fish house come out on the dock to see our big surprise show.  Richard and I jumped down on the deck, and each of us got hold of one side of the hatch cover.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” I began, “You are about to witness an amazing event, etc., etc.”  And we slid the hatch cover over the combing and onto the deck, leaving a three by five-foot hole in the center of the deck.

Right up ‘til then, everything went according to plan.  But that was it… nothing!  Not a single one of those birds would fly up to get out of the hold.  They flew all over the place down there as soon as we pulled the cover off, but they wouldn’t fly up.  We had to climb down into the hold and catch every one of those damned things individually, and literally throw them up out of the hold before they’d fly away.  And seagull shit… it was everywhere, and we were slipping and sliding in it, and falling down, and were covered from head to toe with that slimy crap by time we got the last bird out, sometime way after dark.  We didn’t even bother unloading the shrimp after we’d scrubbed the hold out.  They were all iced down and besides, if we left them down there for another day, they’d actually absorb a little water from the slowly melting ice.  We just walked into the shower at the fish house with all our clothes on.

It turned out to be a pretty good show, but not exactly what we’d planned.  I know you’re sorry you missed it.

Well, I gotta go.  We’re heading out again early in the morning, but this time we’re going to stick to catching shrimp.

Take care, old buddy,



Pete
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