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Izaak Walton’s Children Beyond Y2K: The Value of  “Outdoor Writing”              
     By Donald J. Millus



Coastal Carolina University


Some thought that the new millennium began with the year 2000, but they were wrong both in theory and in practice.  The events of the second week of September in the first year of the twenty-first century, included the publication of my first book of poetry on Monday, the escalation of the war between Islam and the United States, and my first public reading of my  poetry by a shocked writer and two shocked classes of students here at Coastal Carolina University. But let's get into the heavy ironies, personal and shared, slowly.

For every poem and short story sold,  publishers will buy scores of essays on fishing and hunting, to say nothing of other outdoor recreations conducive to the contemplative or active reader.  When I give a talk on fishing for salt-water trout with artificial lures on the South Carolina Coast erstwhile Izaak Waltons and their wives will pay for the privilege of listening.  However, students and professors reading papers at conferences, myself included, are paying for the privilege of entertaining and instructing, something only academics  would consider reasonable.

. 

So-called “Outdoor Writing" has a long tradition in English literature and a particularly honorable one within South Carolina.  Interestingly, the "hooks and bullets" tradition definitely favors the fisherman.  Chaucer's worldly monk gives no credence to the criticism that hunters be not godly men. But what of godly women?  In the fifteenth century, Dame Juliana Berners wrote essays on hunting and, perhaps, fishing that found their way into printed collections.  Of course, if you wrote practically anything in fifteenth century English that got into book form and was more than an inventory or list of names and dates, you would by now have been the subject of numerous doctoral dissertations, nay, even careers in higher education.  Remember what Frank McCourt was told in his memoir, 'Tis, about doing a dissertation on Mongolian poetry that would be his own private piece of Academia, like Faulkner's Yoknapatawpha County.



Shakespeare himself used many fishing images, for he was basically a country boy.  "Groping for trouts in a peculiar river" is a marvelous melding of poaching and adultery that I first read about, just the fishing part, of course, in 
Field & Stream or Outdoor Life in a piece on American Indian tribes catching trout from northern streams and rivers  by feeling under the rocks.  This was long before my Shakespeare days, but I still hang over my desk at the front of the classroom to demonstrate the literal side of this metaphor, much to the amusement of both male and female students. . The image of an unfaithful wife as a  "pond fished" by a neighbor, A Winter's Tale (V.iii.200), would also fit well here.


One of my American Literature students from last fall was delighted by my mention of groping for fish. Her comment was, and I quote: "My brother used to catch fish that way and nobody believed him when he told them how." 

If the sainted Izaak Walton tired of his Anglican heaven, not likely for such a pious soul, but if he did and he came to South Carolina, with whom would he fish?  I doubt that he would be entranced by the big money professional bass fishermen--and women: always keep that in mind--and their $75,000 luxury bass boats and million dollar catch and video and release tournaments.  I suspect that he would be seated  on a five gallon bucket turned upside down with a cane pole in hand, like the folks, mostly African Americans, fishing near their '82 Oldsmobile fishing cars parked next to the little creeks and streams off Highway 17 and other local roads. Catch enough hand-sized bream and you have a meal or a story to outlast any big-bass tournament blast off.  If you drive to Charleston this spring, or even on the back roads of Horry and Georgetown Counties, keep your eyes open for the ordinary  folk, black, Anglo, and Hispanic fishing from the hill.

Let me ask a question here: How many of you have not read Izaak Walton's The Compleat Angler?  You have a lot of enjoyment to look forward to!  the book consists of essays, meditations on poetry and character, but mostly on fishing with its seasons, gear, and techniques. It has gone through numerous editions since 1651, despite Walton's detailed instruction on raising the most unappetizing of fishing baits in the cadavers of dead animals. A former fishing companion of mine, Jim Merritt, writing in The Princeton University Library Chronicle, notes that there are over 250 editions of Walton's book. In the Princeton Library alone there are over 7,000 books on angling, including 180 editions of The Compleat Angler. 
  Since most of the volumes were donated by rich alumni, it should be obvious that not every Princetonian ended up as impoverished as F. Scott Fitzgerald. Neither will those of us who teach Fitzgerald retire as wealthy men or women.


The myth of Walton as the father of fishing the fly, dry or wet, as in A River Runs Through It, is worth noting. Although he did fish with artificial lures, most of his fishing was devoted not to trout but to fish like carp, roach, and bream, the kind of fish that any city boy whose fishing hole is a lake in an urban park would think of as the pinnacle of angling bliss.   Walton, of course, used his Complete Angler as a kind of diary of every aspect of his fishing trips including a moral evaluation of the character of his companions and a short course in contemporary poetry.  Although I rarely do any poetry criticism in my weekly columns, they are read by non-fishermen precisely because of my descriptions of seasons, weather, companions and their behavior--I have to be cautious here, but I get my back slapped in friendly fashion at neighborhood Christmas drop-ins by experienced fishermen  chuckling over my adventures  with novice anglers who beg a trip from me. and then appear in my column.


A reminder that the Wordsworth scholars among you are right to admire his being in touch with Nature.  The other side of that, however, is my suggestion to Nature lovers that they lie down in the dry South Carolina grass with some Romantic poetry in the summer and see just how long it takes for Nature to start biting them, despite Cutters or Skin-So-Soft.  But, like Cher in Moonstruck, I should get to the serious sin in my confession.  


Writing about fishing is incredibly easy if you like to fish.   If you catch something, people want to know how you did it, and when you describe a miserable  day on the water, particularly the ocean, the majority of your readers can identify with your experiences.  Once I was seduced by South Carolina Wildlife department officials  as fishing guide for one  of President Ronald Reagan's cabinet members. His secretary of education, Dr. Ted Bell, was giving a talk to some association of educators convening in Myrtle Beach--this was pre-Confederate-naval-jack-flag boycott time--and he asked his hosts if he could go fishing one morning.  They wanted to be obliging so they called the wildlife department which admitted they didn't know much about catching fish in the middle of the summer in Murrells Inlet. "Would I like to come along?" Deconstructed, this meant "Don, please act as Squanto or Native American guide to this visiting dignitary because we are just good at catching lawbreakers, not redfish and bluefish."  I agreed to take Dr. Bell fishing provided my 12-year-old son could accompany us to raise and lower the anchor, definitely infra dig for a Republican cabinet member. We anchored on the ocean side of the north jetty at Murrells Inlet on a bright summer morning and I immediately informed my guest that it would be at least two hours before the fish would bite, for the tide was dead high slack and only a moving tide would bring bait and predator together.  Dr. Bell informed me that he was happy just to be out there, a truly Waltonian attitude, although Walton always wanted to catch something, even be it carp or suckers. I draw the line at deliberately fishing for small sharks, except for bait, or for slimy toadfish, a.k.a. oyster crackers, although my readers would probably enjoy a piece on either. The wildlife department personnel in their larger boats soon decided to try other spots, but we stuck with it and covered most of the bottom of the cooler with spottail bass, better known as red drum, and bluefish.  When we returned to the marina, numerous officials were getting antsy over our lateness, no doubt concerned to keep up with a conference schedule.  Naturally, the conference officials complimented the good Dr. Bell on his fishing ability but he gave his local guide the credit, particularly for my patience.  My son sidled up to me, and sotto voce commented that "Dad, the man doesn't know the meaning of patience until he's fished all day with you without a bite." The story made for a chapter in my collection of essays Fishing the Southeast Coast, a book that now sells for $50 on the Internet!.  No doubt some student doing a doctoral dissertation on Dr. Bell in the middle of this century will be delighted to find the anecdote and turn it into a chapter, or at least a long footnote.


I believe that fishing stories can be a remarkable source for the historian, if not also for the student of language. In  1994 the University of South Carolina Press re-printed William Elliott’s Carolina Sports by Land and Water, originally published in 1846.
  If Walton’s book told us much about his strong Anglican background, Elliott’s has a wealth of information on the life of a Low Country slave owner who was eager to publish sensational accounts of fishing for--actually harpooning--so-called "devil rays," Atlantic manta rays that do indeed grow to two tons in size, as well as more mundane targets such as bass (red drum or spottail bass). Peeking through the accounts of his own skill as hunter and fisherman is the independence of his servants, i.e. black slaves, who tell the master not to bother them when they are concentrating on harpooning a monster ray nor ask them to risk their lives for the sake of a hunt.

"May," said my grandfather to his favorite harpooner, "look out for the leader, (probably the largest of the rays, which could have been twenty feet wide and fifteen feet in length) and strike a sure blow."  "Let me 'lone for dat, massa," said "May," as, staff in hand he planted his foot firmly on the bow of the barge." (Elliott, 18) This is classic "Do not talk to the bus driver while the vehicle is in motion."  The slave is telling his owner in no uncertain terms that he knows what he is doing and not to distract him.  He then proceeds to jump on the ray's back, plunge in the harpoon with a strength that even  Captain Ahab would have to admire, and then jump into the water, swim to the boat, and be pulled back in by his fellow slaves.


Here's Elliott's description of a South Carolina Low Country hunt for a buck, wounded but swimming through a  canal such as we still fish or hunt in the "Rice Fields" of Georgetown County just an hour north of Charleston. The animal is hidden by tall grass and briars; the hunting dogs also have to navigate a bog to get at the quarry.

"Zounds, Robin!" cried I, in the excitement of the moment, "they have him at bay there--there in the canal.  Down from your perch, my lad, or they'll eat him, horns and all, before you reach him."


Robin apparently did not partake of this enthusiasm, for he maintained his perch on the tree, and coolly observed--"What use, massa? Fore I git dere, dem dog polish ebery bone."

"You are afraid, you rascal!  (Note the language, critical but not something the narrator would not say to a member of his own family, if perhaps a younger one.) "You have only to swim the canal and then"--

Here his  slave interrupts him.


"Got massa," said Robin, as he looked ruefully over the field of his proposed missionary labors; "if he be water, I swim 'em--if he be bog, I bog 'um--if he be brier, I kratch tru um--but who de debble, but otter, no so alligator, go tru all tree one time!"


The thought was just stealing its way into my mind, that under the excitement of my feelings, I was giving an order that I might have hesitated personally to execute, when the cry of the hounds, lately so clamorous, totally ceased. (Elliott, 157-158)
Not quite as dramatic, but Elliott reacts just like Hemingway's professional guide in "The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber"  or like Melville's lawyer-narrator in "Bartleby the Scrivener" when an older worker makes an appeal to the common humanity of copyist and employer.

Not just to historians and students of literature do I recommend Elliott's book but to anyone who wants to get the feeling of fishing the Carolina Coast for red drum and gloating over one's skills in finding the fish or being terrified, along with his slave fishing companion, by a shark that came between them and the shore, "the hill" in traditional  Low Country parlance.



Will historians and students of literature mine our contemporary outdoor writing for style and culture as we do Elliott?  Perhaps.  Unfortunately, much contemporary "outdoor writing," particularly on salt water fishing, is powered by the need of periodicals to sell advertising, for big boats or resorts.  Likewise, stories about hunting, killing, cooking, and eating squirrel, perhaps to the delight of people who romanticize the furry-tailed rodents, give place to tales of expensive hunts at far-distant resorts for rare and perhaps endangered species.  No one, least of all my late black cat who would punish me for not bringing home fresh fish by killing a squirrel and leaving its tail by the side door of my house, no doubt to make me feel guilty, no one need worry about squirrels becoming endangered species. However, a nephew of mine fled the New York City suburbs to set up an investment business near the North Carolina research triangle where he hunts squirrels and turkey on weekends and writes an "outdoor" column including his recipes for pressure cooked squirrel and breast of tough wild turkey.  My sister, his mother, a gourmet cook, makes a marvelous face when her son describes his wild game cookery, a skill that I hope all of us will not be in need of in some apocalyptic time.


But the fishing or hunting column frees the writer from the restraint of advertising pressures channeling him or her to larger, more distant, and usually expensive quarry. I might note that the last Shakespeare prize awarded--Shakespeare Tackle Company in Columbia, South Carolina, that is--for a piece on big game fishing was for a story about a world record tiger shark taken from a Myrtle Beach Pier.  I sold it to two different periodicals, South Carolina Wildlife and Outdoor Life, before I sent it to the Outdoor Writers Association without any doubt that I was the Tiger Woods of that year's contest, although it was back in the Nicklaus era.  Back in the 1980's $1,000 was a princely sum, at least for me, the price of a boat and motor, after professional discounts.  I still feel a twinge of guilt that all Walter Maxwell, the angler who was catching, literally his first shark--all he got out of it was a new Penn big game reel which he could no longer use on the piers since the Myrtle Beach Chamber of Commerce and Horry County Council conspired to ban sharkfishing after that.  I've written numerous weekly columns trying to explain how tourists would flock to rather than shun the beach if they thought there was a chance of seeing someone eaten alive in the surf by a shark mistaking a swimmer for a bluefish. Might I call my attitude post-naturalism?


I will point out that the tremendous variety of outdoor writing in newspapers and magazines--not only fishing and hunting, but boating, kayaking, canoeing, hiking, birdwatching, camping, etc. is especially important to a population that does not always have access to "wood, field, and stream."  So this type of writing cannot only provide a window into past cultures, as we saw with Elliott, but an escape from the merely virtual reality of television and Internet. 


  I would also suggest that for the critic--old, new, pragmatic, feminist, Marxist, realist, or even Christian humanist, there is in “outdoor writing” a fertile research area that has not been tapped and that will appeal to a large number of traditional and non-traditional students for whom “literature” may be a scary word. As this third millennium ends, will historians read our literary criticism or our descriptions of our outdoor recreations?  After all, no deconstructionist can be trusted to tell me where and on what tide and bait the ingredients of flounder stuffed with fresh crab meat are to be harvested.  



On the other hand, remember that "Every fish story invites deconstruction."

�  "Angling Books," The Princeton University Library Chronicle XLI, 1, Autumn 1979, 30-49.





�  Introduction, Theodore Rosengarten, University of  South Carolina Press, 1994       





