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Foreword

B EAR OF THE SEA was initially published in 1966 as That
Great Pattillo: The Merry Misdemeanors of a Legendary Gloucester
Fisherman. It was a great read (and I do say so), sold short by my
too-merry choice of a title and the not-so-merry, if well-meaning
misdemeanor of a last-minute try at rescuing the cover from an
artist who'd decked out my tempestuous antihero fisherman as a
naval officer—cap, sea jacket and epaulets, necktie flapping in the
breeze.

It wasn’t the first time James William Pattillo had been mis-
cast. James Brendan Connolly, the late Gloucester writer from
South Boston, tossed off a couple of the exploits of “the famous
Latin skipper Jim Patillo” in his 1940 The Port of Gloucester as
examples of the contribution of Italian immigrants to the
American fisheries of a hundred years earlier.

Setting aside that the “Latin” fishermen from Sicily didn’t
arrive in Gloucester for another fifty years, Jim Pattillo was born
in Chester, Nova Scotia, in 1806, and was the son of an emigré
from Scotland whose surname had evolved from Pittilock. As a
young Goliath of a fishing skipper too handy with the bottle and
quick with his fists, he fled the Canadian law for Gloucester,
Massachusetts, which was in the way of being the great fishing
port of the Western Hemisphere, where he would be a legend

among the legendary.
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When my friend Webster Bull of Commonwealth Editions
resolved to republish That Great Pattillo in paperback, we agreed
that a new alias was required and hit upon Bear of the Sea, felici-
tously truncated from the intriguing name of the big guy’s first
fishing boat in the Canadian Maritimes, Lily of the Valley and Bear
of the Sea.

Novelistic as it may sound, this is a biography set in a rousing
era of the historically contentious western Atlantic fishery. It is
also a three-way collaboration spanning the eighty years from
Captain Pattillo’s old-age account of his life to Preacher Rakey (a
talented interviewer who saw it as a temperance tract) to my
rediscovery, verification, expansion, backgrounding and contex-
tualizing of it. I took my first title rather too whimsically, perhaps,
from Jim’s engagingly innocent way, while spinning his tale, of
referring to himself, as others had referred to him with awe, as
“that great Pattillo.”

When after uncounted hammerings of those unlucky or
unwise enough to cross his headlong path, the Bear of the Sea fell
so dramatically into a state of Grace for the first time, and for the
first time foreswore strong drink forever, he more or less
exchanged temper for temperance—even as I, who credited a

leading brewery as one of my sources in the 1966 edition, found .

my own safe harbor a score of years later.

The result of the collaboration, I dare say, is as boisterous a
temperance tale as the reader is likely to stumble across, and in
the agony of redemption, as poignant a denouement. After thir-
ty-five years of reflection I believe more firmly than ever that
what I've recorded was intended for the truth long before I came
on the scene. And yes, as I averred in my original foreword,

I would ship to the poles with Pattillo [if I still had my sea
legs!], for he is as honest as Lot Church. The heavy end of
the yarn he has related on his oath in the witness stand.
Furthermore, I have checked his references and will vouch
for them. There really was a Constable Ham, and Officer
McMullen and Tom Gaden, Miss Liza and Collector
Bigelow, Captains Job Rowe and Steve Rich, fat Doctor
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Moriarty, good Master Moore, the mysterious Christie, poor
Parson Arnold and all the rest.

As for my end of it . .. the old man can’t check up on me,
but he can keep me on the straight and narrow just the
same, because I have no desire to get into a controversy with
him and risk a hammering in the hereafter . . . you see, he
rests not the heave of a handspike from my family lot in

Gloucester.

Our captain could barely write, though surely he must have
been able to read, if with difficulty. Eleven weeks of schooling was
all he had. Yet the Pattillo memory for names, dates, voyages,
weather, catches and even the price of fish, events and encounters
and conversations large and trivial, was encyclopedic, most par-
ticularly recorded in the memoirs dictated to Pastor Rakey and
confirmed time and again by my research. They lurk in some of
the deepest and broadest waters of inquiry I've ever sailed, veri-
fied by contemporary accounts of the highlights of his life pub-
lished by the esteemed Gloucester journalist George H. Procter,
by a brace of articles in the Youth’s Companion magazine of 1883
for which their subject vouched, and by the nineteen pages of his
sworn and colorful testimony in the proceedings of an interna-
tional fisheries inquiry in 1877.

The Halifax Commission was created by the United States and
Great Britain to determine what compensation, if any, the former
should pay the latter for fishing the inshore waters of the
Canadian Maritimes under the Treaty of Washington of 1873.
Our whitewashed Yankee, as the Novie fishermen derided any-
one who’d taken off for the “Boston states” and returned under
the Stars and Stripes to catch Canadian fish, had come perilous-
ly close to provoking a shooting match between the neighbor
nations with his daring encounters, blustery bluffs and close calls.
So he was probably the key witness before the commission, trans-
fixing all with the reaches of his memory and his gusto.

“This is a story of the old days, when a man could live out his
life and think that some things were right, and steady as you go,
from the beginning to the end.” Thus I concluded my first, rela-
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tively youthful foreword to the book I reckon I've had more plain
tun with than any other.

Thirty-five years later I'm not so sure about the “steady as yon
go.” Thinking some things are right as a rule of life doesn’t nec-
essarily make them so, does it? But the fun remains.

Joseph E. Garland

Eastern Poing, Gloucesier, Massachusetis

February 2001
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keg at the feet of the astounded captain and knocked in the head
with a blow. Then he picked up the dripping cask. He looked at
it balefully, and he muttered—“If you belong to the devil, you
shall go to where you came from!”"—and tossed it over the side
into the harbor.

Which Winds Up in a
Holiday Chowder at
Eastern Point

FIT AND READY FOR SEA, the fleet lay in Gloucester
Harbor for nigh onto a fortnight awaiting fair wind and weather.
On the eleventh of April a favorable westerly sprang up, and the
seventy sail of schooners hauled anchor and filled away for the
eastward, clearing Eastern Point by the middle of the morning
and leaving Cape Ann a smoky line on the horizon by noon.

The heft of the fleet shaped a course for the Grand Bank of
Newfoundland, the greatest of the North Atlantic codfisheries.
The pursuit of old Gadus morrhua, that big fishy-looking fellow of
near thirty pounds with his chin whisker and his sometimes fatal
habit of gulping at anything that resembled dinner in the murk
of the ocean bottom—the pursuit and the catching of the cod on
these vast shoals of the Newfoundland banks and on the conti-
nental shelf of the New England coast was so much the life of
Massachusetts that for exactly fifty years his image in gilded pine
had hung for all to see in the place of honor in that State House
with the golden dome.

But the Sacred Cod was more than a graven image; it was a
real power, even unto the halls of Congress, which in 1792
placed a bounty on its head. This subsidy was supposed to be by
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way of compensation for the parlous sufferings of the fisheries
during the Revolution, a stimulant to their regrowth and a kind
of acknowledgment of their role as “the nursery of our Navy.”
Here was a favorite theme of the New England politicians, who
used it whenever they talked about the fisheries with rather
more enthusiasm than accuracy; Yankee fishermen were too
cussed independent for Navy discipline and mostly stayed clear
of the quarterdeck and all it represented in those days of forty
lashes and the brig.

There was also the tariff on salt, shiploads of which were
imported under heavy duties, mainly from Cadiz and Liverpool;
this was used for the curing of fish, and the bounty was intended
as a drawback on the duties for the benefit of the fishermen, the
right hand returning what the left hand had taken away. The gov-
ernment paid the bounty according to the tonnage of the vessel,
regardless of the size of its catch, provided it was employed in the
codfishery at least four months of the year between March and
December. At the end of the season the bounty was divided
three-eighths to the owner, the balance to the crew. Yankee inge-
nuity wove such an intricate web of abuse around it that in a few
years all concerned were thoroughly sick of the subsidy and
harangued for its repeal.

After a few days out Nautilus parted company with the fleet
and was piloted along the Nova Scotia coast by Jim until they
found fish within the fifty-fathom line, six or seven leagues south-
west of Whitehead off the under side of Cape Canso. There the
schooner came to anchor, and the men dragged themselves
through the next six weeks handlining from the rail for Mister
Cod, sun up to sun down, day in and day out. At the end of each
stint they split the fat green fish down the midline of their gray
bellies, gibbed out their guts and slewed the rough salt on their
flesh. Spreading their sides like wings, they packed them in even,
flat layers in the hold. Each man cut out the tongues of his catch
and kept them. Each night, before they hove themselves into the
dank bunks that lined the smoky forecastle, Skipper Gerring
counted cod tongues by lantern light and entered their day’s luck
in his book against the names of his crew; every other tongue
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would belong to the vessel when they settled, as men and boat
shared fiftyfifty. ‘

Thus it went in hard and unvarying grind through fair weath-
er and foul that spring until the middle of June, when the last
pickled clam was impaled on its hook and the last barrel of coarse
Cadiz salt was wet. Then with the first fair wind, it was up sail, up
anchor and point her for Cape Ann. Lashed on deck was a mys-
terious and vaguely disturbing derelict that had floated up on
them one day. It was a long mast, squarerigged with yard, sail,
shrouds, sheets, braces, blocks and all; Captain Gerring had it
gaffed and tackled on board, and whether the good ship it had
once driven was on the bottom with all hands, or where, no one

ever knew.

That great Pattillo from Nova Scotia with the wild reputation
was as good as his word and mild as milk from start to finish. Not
a drop of spirits touched his lips during the whole trip, so that
when Nautilus wore around Rocky Neck and groaned all heavy
with salt fish to her berth, he was dry as a sponge. The Fourth of
July was a couple of weeks away, and all the fishermen were home
or on the way for the holiday. Happy times were in order, but Jim
swore to himself that he would hold to his good behavior;
damned if he didn’t like what he saw of Cape Ann and her peo-
ple, and he was bound to make good here.

Others had different plans for him, however.

While he was off on his first trip out of Gloucester there had
been some powerful talk from his old countrymen along the
water front about Jim Pattillo’s gigantic strength and his monu-
mental bouts with fist and bottle—more of the same that had
scared his mates into a shore mutiny before they ever sailed with
him.

So the men of Giles and Wonson thought it would be great fun
to see the newcomer in action, and they had their eyes peeled for
the Nautilus to round the Point. It occurred to these schemers
that the Novie might be the means of silencing a noisy bantam
rooster named Percy Mathews, a fisherman from Blue Hill,
Maine. There had been a difficulty between him and the owners
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with the result that he went over to Ben Parsons’s wharf across
the slip and had been crowing loud and long how he would flog
them or any of their gang that crossed his path.

Jim had no more than walked ashore when the men gathered
round and pointed out Mathews to him across the way. Take the
rooster on, they urged, and stop his noise. But thinking of all the
trouble his fists had brought him, even to fleeing from his home-
land, he shook his head and pushed them off and would have
none of their troublemaking, as he said—good, bad or indifferent.

Two of the Giles and Wonson skippers, Job Rowe and Stephen
Rich, were the ringleaders in this affair. When they saw it was use-
less to push their man or pull him, they resolved to get to the
windward of him. There was more than one way to shape a
course. They would bide their time.

The Fourth of July in this fifty-eighth year of the United States
held a promise of boisterous political goings-on. It was all owing
to Old Hickory.

The Common Man had swept President Andrew Jackson and
his Democrats to such a swamping victory over Henry Clay in
1832 that it demolished the tottering National Republican Party.
The hoary hero of the War of 1812, with his ramrod principles
and spoils system, his strong-man view of the Presidency and
hatred of the Federalists, had amputated the tentacles of the
monopolistic Bank of the United States by vetoing its recharter
and now was squeezing the blood of government deposits from
the body. These battles with privilege entrenched the old gener-
al’s popularity with the common men, none more so than the
Gloucester fishermen; and they drove his political enemies to
regroup under the shield of a revived Whig Party early in 1834.

Faced with this new threat to Jacksonism the Democrats of
Cape Ann in the days preceding the national birthday laid plans
to whomp the Whigs with bombast in absentia at a mass gather-
ing in the bucolic seaside environment of Eastern Point, the
favorite locale for the celebration of the Fourth as long as any-
one could remember. It would be a gala, a circus, a display of
numerical and oratorical strength that would set the Whigs to
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rout. All the Democratic politicians would be there, the rum
would flow, and the attraction of the day, as touted by the
Gloucester Telegraph, would be a fish dinner “consisting of hal-
ibut, codfish, haddock, hake, cunners, lobsters, etc. etc., which
will be stewed, boiled, fried, baked, roasted, chowdered, hashed,
minced, etc., and be on the table at precisely one o’clock. Salutes
will be fired and the bells rung, morning, noon and night, in
honor of the day.” Tickets were on sale at Giles and Wonson,
from whose premises the affair would radiate.

It was here that the conspiracy of Captains Rich and Rowe to
test the mettle of Jim Pattillo was to unfold.

In the midst of the preparatory activities—and as if to escalate
the pitch of excitement—a whale wandered into the Harbor one
morning and went snooping somewhat absent-mindedly amongst
the innermost recesses of the fleet and docks, where he sudden-
ly announced himself to the public by surfacing and blowing a
lazy cloud of vapor into the June sunlight off Five Pound Island,
a few rods from the establishment of Giles and Wonson.

What a bumbler! Still, how could he have known that a long
harpoon’s throw from the spot where he came up for air lay the
enemy of his race, a whaler fitting out for her second voyage? She
was the ship Mount Wollaston, 325 tons, Captain David L. Adams,
just returned seventy-five days out from the South Atlantic islands
of Tristan da Cunha. It had been a disappointing maiden voyage
of fifteen months with a mere sixteen bundred barrels of oil and
thirteen thousand pounds of bone. She was only the third (and
would be the last, it must be admitted) vessel ever to go a-whaling
out of Gloucester. The local company formed to invade the terri-
tory of Nantucket and New Bedford was determined to have one
more try at it.

So it must have been the crew of the Mount Wollastorn, taunted
by the presence almost in their berth of the huge prey they had
sailed halfway around the world for with such indifferent success,
who leaped in their whaleboat, eager for vindication in the
bosom of their home port.

The men pulled with strong strokes across the few feet of open
water, swinging their oars to the lusty shouts of the steerer.
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Harpooner poised taut and tense in the bow, weapon at the
ready, they bore down on the basking quarry. Now they were
almost against him, and the harpoon sang and thudded into the
expanse of glistening back.

Suddenly the quiet balm of the June morning was rent by the
fierce and frenzied thrashing of the wounded leviathan. He
whipped the water into a churn of spray flecked with the red of
his blood and bore off with a thunderous smash of his tail whence
he came. The line zipped through the chocks, and when it
fetched up, off they dashed, whale and boat at a steaming clip,
through Gloucester Harbor at the utmost hazard to themselves
and the fleet.

Out the length of the Harbor the furious whale towed his
shouting entourage at breakneck speed—Gloucester fishermen on
a regular Nantucket sleigh ride, their boat careening and plung-
ing in the boiling wake of their steed. But when they found them-
selves outside of FEastern Point after a few incredibly short
moments, headed for the open Atlantic, their velocity undimin-
ished, and with no means at hand of dispatching their victim
(who seemed to take on strength as he entered his mother
waters), they held a quick conference and voted one and all to cut
the line.

This was immediately tended to. Old whale sounded and dis-
appeared in a maelstrom of bubbles and froth, taking with him
one harpoon and a length of severed Manila. His pursuers drift-
ed to a stop and then dejectedly rowed back into the Harbor,
reflecting on the irony of the encounter and the jeers it would
provoke on their return.

Church bells aringing and a resounding twenty-four-gun
salute by a detachment of the Gloucester Artillery Company
roused the sun and raised the curtain on a grand and glorious
Fourth of July. By mid-morning the crowds were gathering from
all about the Cape and the North Shore, arriving by boat, car-
riage, wagon, horse and foot. Some inspected the wharves and
schooners, sniffed the fish drying acrid on the flakes in the ris-
ing heat or stood idly by under the trees kibitzing on the prepa-
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rations. The old men with their cigars and
whiskers talked politics and slapped gnarled
hands on thin thighs and pined for the good old
days. The ladies snapped open their parasols as
the sun mounted overhead. Lovers strolled over
the rocks and along the beach. Others picked
wildflowers and berries in the upland meadows,
and the youngsters played merry, high-pitched
games across the fields.

As the morning wore on the dignitaries and
politicians staged their arrivals—the Honorable

Gloucester's western harbor
in 1830. The windmill was

erected in 1814 on the
height occupied later by the
Pavilion Hotel (for which
the beach o its left was
named) and now by The
Tavern. Behind and to the
left of the schooner was the
ropewalk built in 1803.
(The Fisherman’s Own
Book)

Robert Rantoul, Jr., handsome young Gloucester lawyer and the
main speaker of the day who would be a national figure of prom-
ise in Congress; Jonathan Cutler, Theophilus Herrick and John
Wonson, Representatives in the Legislature; General John
Webber, Addison Winter and jovial Dr. John Moriarty, all three
hundred and fifty pounds of him.

Over in Giles and Wonson's cooper shop Job Rowe was hard
at it, cooking up the chowder that was to be the mainstay of the
fish dinner. But he kept one eye on the door, and when big Jim
Pattillo lounged past, hands in pockets and pipe in mouth,




104

BEAR OF THE SEAa

Captain Rowe called him inside, informed him with a wink that
he was one of his lads, and gave him two long drinks from his
black bottle,

At this moment Captain Steve Rich dropped in to observe the
progress of the chowder. The plotters fell to talking about this
and that, and before long their conversation worked round to the
subject of strong men they knew of. Rich approached Jim and felt
the muscle in his bulging arm and said to him:

*Jim, you must be a mighty strong man yourself, I'd say.”

“Well, I suppose I am,” acknowledged the object of this inno-
cent observation with some diffidence, taking another swig
offered from the black bottle.

“How much d’you spose you could lift, Jimmy?” Captain Rowe
inquired. He threw a panful of onions in the chowder.

“Lift? Oh, I don’t know exactly, Cap.” Jim cogitated the matter.
“I can say this: from the time I was fifteen in the Provinces I never
hired a horse to take a barrel of flour from any store or wharf up
to my mother’s. I carried 'em on my shoulders. Now that’s about
all I can do—and I can do that easily.”

Rich glanced slyly at Rowe:

“That’s pretty good, but I know little men that come to your
chin, Jimmy, what could take up barrels from the ground like
winking and put 'em on their shoulders. . . .”

Our friend flushed. Then he took the hook thus baited:

“Skip,” said he, “if you can produce such a man, large or small,
as can bring a barrel of flour up from the ground and put it on
his shoulder as you say, I'll pay for it—but if he fails, by God, then
he and you can go to the devil together and it belongs to me!”

The wager was accepted and off went Captain Rich for his man
in high glee, spreading the word of the contest all about, and
whom did he fetch but the same Percy Mathews who was going to
whip all hands at Giles and Wonson!

The best barrel of flour in their store, value eight dollars,
weight two hundred pounds, was rolled out, and a ring was
formed in the sun over by the flake yard, the people coming on
the run from all over to see the fun as the word went out.

Mathews peeled back his sleeves, cocky as you please, and took
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hold of the barrel with slow deliberation, commenting that if it
contained pork or beef or fish or something that had weight in it,
the effort would be worth his while, but flour was nothing in his
hands.

And then he straightened up, flexed his arms and looked at
the great barrel lying in the dust. Beads of perspiration appeared
on his face, but he still did not offer to lift this object of his con-
tempt.

“Haw!” whinnied a voice from the crowd. “I could whittle a bet-
ter man out of a piece of pine!”

This set up a laugh, and someone else chimed in:

“A piece of pine! Why I could go over to the graveyard and dig
up a better man!”

A roar of laughter this time, and a few catcalls. Mathews glared
around him furiously and looked uncomfortable. He still did not
touch the barrel.

“All right boys, don’t be too hard on the poor jack!” Jim was
beside himself with mirth. “Give him time! Give him enough time
and he can shoulder the barrel—if his mother makes the flour
into bannock cakes so he can eat ’em. That’s how he’ll shoulder
it!”

Such a fanciful jibe raised a howl of delight, and the crowd
whistled and jeered and made all manner of fun of Rich for wast-
ing their time with his blowhard. Captain Steve put on a mock
show of embarrassment, but the humiliated Mathews danced up
and down and shook his fist at Jim:

“You’re a bag of wind—you can’t do it yourself!”

“What! What was that?”

Mathews sﬁddenly grinned.

“A gallon of rum says you can’t shoulder that barrel yourself!”

“Stand clear!” roared Jim. With a leap he sprang to the barrel,
caught hold of it by the chimes, hove it up on his shoulder, strode
over to the shop with it and knocked in both heads on the rock
that served as a doorstep, sending up a cloud of flour that drift-
ed down like snow.

All dusted with white, he made for Mathews, who was retreat-
ing into the crowd. Jim knocked aside five or six spectators that
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stood in his channel, plucked up Mathews by the neck of his shirt
and the slack of his britches and tossed him off the wharf into the
mud.

The gallon of rum Jim won was passed around amongst his
admirers and lasted until chowder time.

During the dinner and after it and all through the hot after-
noon and into the evening, the oratory rolled forth like the thun-
der of the twenty-four-gun salutes that periodically marked the
progress of the day. Each speech was accompanied by a toast, and
there were fifty-one toasts by actual count ranging from down
with the Whigs, the Bank and the monied aristocracy to up with
OId Hickory and the Democrats, the fishermen and the Fourth
of July.

As for Jim Pattillo, he was a Jacksonian by principle and a son
of Gloucester by adoption from that day on.

Introducing Jim to
Georges Bank and
Some of Its Denizens

ALONG IN THE FALL of the year 1834, Jim and his
older brother met on Long Wharf in Boston, where Tom’s
schooner Rival Packet lay after a coasting trip from down home in
Liverpool. Tom had family news.

Their mother was seventy-two now, still robust, but she’d been
persuaded to move to Liverpool where the Roberts side was; Tom
had found her a cottage near the Mersey bridge on the Brooklyn
road. Jim’s wife Anne remained in Chester, so poorly in her mind
she couldn’t take proper care of Alex, turning six, and they had
packed the shaver off to live with his Grandma Pattillo. Tom was
struggling with their father’s estate, so weighted down with debts
he’d have to sell the homestead to cover them.

These tidings and family reminders from his brother, who
never failed to needle his conscience, dampened momentarily
Jim’s carefree view of life. He remembered, with some squirming,
that he was a husband and father. Tom urged him to bring Annie
and the boy to Gloucester when she was well enough, as she sure-
ly would be in a few more months. Jim hastily agreed and sent
food, clothes and money back to mother and wife by the Rival
Packet.

After that soul of propriety and pillar of temperance, brother
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Tom, had sailed away and left him alone, Jim set about finding a
likely berth out of Boston, as most of the Gloucester fleet was laid
up for the winter. He shipped before the mast in the Thorn, a
small brig of 132 tons, Captain George Ryder, a Cape Codder
from Chatham. When they had returned to Boston, Jim signed to
ship with Ryder in his new brig of 177 tons, the Oak, just
launched and fitting out for her maiden voyage.

There were times, praise be, when it appeared that all was not
hopeless with our man, when there came to the surface a certain
canniness derived no doubt from Scotland. It began to dawn on
him that he need not necessarily settle every dispute with his fists,
that other means might on occasion be employed, with a saving
of knuckles and noses.

One such opportunity arose while they were winding up their
voyage in the Oak. It was in January of 1835. Head winds had frus-
trated every effort to drive the squat squarerigger up the
Delaware River to Philadelphia and had pushed her back, at last,
to the shelter of New York Harbor.

Among the forecastle gang was an old Portuguese sailor who
had the only looking glass; it was in a pasteboard frame with a lit-
tle pasteboard drawer under it in which he kept his comb and his
money, notably twenty-five cents. All the men before the mast
(there were five besides the old fellow, including Pattillo), along
with the second mate who was in and out, had often used the
glass and the comb during the voyage and of course had seen the
old man’s nest egg. Two days after their arrival at New York the
coin was reported missing, and its owner swore up and down he’d
been robbed.

Jim took it on himself to handle the matter, and considering
his size and the force of his personality, the others readily agreed.
When each in turn had protested his innocence (no one ques-
tioned Ais), Jim nodded and with a mysterious look informed
them that he had a stratagem that would find out the guilty one,
to which they acceded.

He went aft to the cabin, picking up a shingle on the way, and
with the chief mate as witness split it into six pieces all of a length.

Introducing Jim to Georges Bank and Some of Its Denizens

Shutting them up tight in his hands with the ends just showing,
he returned to the forecastle and solemnly instructed each man
to draw a lot; the one who took the longest would be the one
who'd stolen the old timer’s twenty-five cents.

They all drew, one after the other, leaving the last for Pattillo,
and when they compared their lots, one was fully half an inch
shorter than the rest.

“You vagabond!” Jim turned triumphantly on the astounded
Jack whose stick stuck out so guiltily. “You stole it! All the lots
were the same, but you were bound not to have the longest,
weren’t you, so you snapped off the end of it behind your back!”

The red-faced thief owned up and handed over the coin.

Jim left the Oak with a promise to Captain Ryder to ship with
him again in the fall, God willing, and returned to Gloucester
along around March. March is the New England purgatory, an
endless month of suspended life, past the dead of winter but ster-
ile of spring. We have five seasons here, folks say: spring, summer,
fall, winter—and March. And March is the longest of all.

The Giles and Wonson fleet was fitting out, and Captain
Addison Wonson, a son of the partner, signed Pattillo in Mount
Vernon, a spanking new square-stern schooner of sixty-eight tons,
launched in Essex only last year. If she wasn’t the prettiest thing
afloat, still she was put together in the fashion of the day, bluff-
bowed, stout and sturdy. In one unusual respect, however, she
departed from the mode, being a smack, the second one to slide
down the Essex ways for the Gloucester fishery. Watertight bulk-
heads were built into her midsection between the masts, and
three hundred holes were bored clean through her outside plank-
ing in this well, as they called it. The idea of this sea-going aquar-
ium was to throw the fish in it as quick as they were caught and
bring ‘em back alive to market. In truth it was the beginning of
the commercial fresh fish business.

The Wonsons were great for making their ingenuity (and
courage) pay off in these early days of Gloucester fishing, always
on the lookout for new grounds, new fish and new markets, and
ready to try out new methods.
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Back in 1827 another of Sam Wonson’s boys, Add’s brother
John Fletcher, was returning to Gloucester in the same Augusta
that brought Jim to Cape Ann. They were hove to on Georges
Bank, a hundred and twenty-five miles southeast of home.
Captain Wonson dropped a hook and line over the side to try his
luck and soon had aboard two big halibut, the first ever known to
have been caught on the Georges.

Thus began the exploitation of the most important, bountiful—
and hazardous—fishing ground off the whole Atlantic coast of the
United States, one which for decades would be reserved to
Gloucester and her gritty “Georgesmen” and which would raise
her to be the fishing capital of the world.

Georges Bank lay to the eastward of Cape Cod, shaped some-
thing like a halibut swimming off from Nantucket Shoals, cover-

~ ing eighty-five hundred square miles under depths from two to

fifty fathoms. It included several extra-shallow spots such as
Cultivator, Southwest and Georges shoals where the cod and hal-
ibut schooled at certain times of the year in great quantities. The
tides ripped fierce around these places, rarely ebbing and flow-
ing in a predictable cycle as nature intended, but swirling and
rushing in every direction around the compass, meeting them-
selves head-on here, falling precipitously over an underwater
waterfall there, making tremendous seas and breakers where the
wind was contrary.

The Georges in wintertime was only for men who could stare
down Death.

The first vessels recorded going there to fish were three
pinkeys from Gloucester that ventured to the Bank after cod in
1821, Captain Sam Wonson’s Three Sisters, Robert Marston’s Two
Friends, and the Eight Brothers under Elisha Oakes. They had all
heard the old story about how the tidal current around the shoals
would run any vessel under that attempted to anchor. But one
fine day in June the three skippers resolved to try it at all hazards.
So they doubled the crew of one by borrowing from the other two
and let her anchor go. When the fluke bit up on the bottom and
they checked the cable on the windlass, the schooner suddenly
appeared to be tearing through the water at about three knots,
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nose down. As might be expect-
ed, the other two were drifting
off with the current. The
alarmed crew hove up their
anchor, which took all of an
hour and a half. The three
pinkeys managed to find each
other before nightfall and sailed
for Gloucester posthaste with
nary a fish between them, so
relieved were they to get off that
place alive.

Not until John Fletcher Won-
son gave it a try in Augusta did
anyone again brave Georges
fishing. Catching those halibut

had been like taking candy from
a baby, and he kept them in the

he fitted out the Nautilus for the first halibut  (Carolyn W. Pattillo)
trip to the Bank in history.

Now, Hippoglossus hippoglossus, that King of Fishes, whose
clear, white, firm and exquisitely flavored flesh is one of the del-
icacies from all the seven seas, deserves a word here, and he shall
have it.

Old halibut is the greatest of the f latfishes, a veritable giant
among flounders. He is quite as eccentric as his smaller cousins
in that he, too, swims upright as every fish should when he is very
young, whereupon, through some obscure biological thaumatur-
gy, his left eye migrates around his head and comes to rest beside
the right. How inconvenient, thinks the victim of this ocular odd-
ity. So he tips over on his left side, which being his new belly,
turns white. His former right side, now his back, remains dark
brown. His mouth twists disdainfully, and to complete this trans-
figuration, his fins shift around to conform to these goings-on in

the same unsettling way.

Captain Samuel Wonson,
back of his mind until March of 1830 when John Fletcher Wonson's brother.
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Most of his life (and he may reach the age of thirty if he stays
clear of the frying pan) the halibut spends near or on the bottom
of the sea. He is a savage eater of fishes smaller than he, hence

- his habit of hanging around the banks where his dinner, such as

the cod, comes in enormous numbers to spawn. He averages
from twenty to a hundred pounds (although in 1827 two men
picked up a halibut on the Maine coast that weighed 637 pounds
after it had been gutted and was nearly ten feet long!).

There was a time when such hordes of halibut hung out in
Massachusetts Bay that the men considered them as pesty as the
little sharks called dogfish. But when their numbers declined on
the inshore grounds, a popular demand for halibut steak arose
(pity the poor fisherman, ever at the mercy of the market), and
that was what led John Fletcher Wonson to make his famous trip
in the Nauiilus, catching twenty halibut and thereby opening
Georges Bank for business as a commercial fishery.

John Fletcher came within an ace of losing Ben Marble on this
pioneering voyage, and the incident for years after raised many a
guffaw along the Gloucester waterfront at the expense of all
hands involved. It seems that Nautilus was lying to on the drift,
the men handlining over the rail, when Marble took a notion to
have a try from the schooner’s boat, which was slung in davits
from over the stern, as was customary. He jumped in, was low-
ered away and cast off, dropped his anchor, baited up and went
to work. The weather was moderate, all were absorbed in their
fishing, and the vessel moved off with the current.

Dusk brought signs of a storm but none of Ben. Good Lord,
there he was, nearly out of sight! Why the devil didn’t he row
back? A man was sent aloft to point the way, and Captain Wonson
sailed after the solitary figure in the dory with the frantically wav-
ing arms. They reached him none too soon, between the weather
and the darkness, and it was only then that someone noticed the
oars laying on deck in plain sight where Ben had forgotten them
in his haste to get going.

The firm of Giles and Wonson for the next four years cultivat-
ed the new fishery, sending out a few more trips a few weeks ear-
lier each season. They instructed their skippers to roam the
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Georges and feel their way around with the  Fresh halibuting on Georges

lead, exploring for the favorite gathering

places of the fish. double-reefed mainsails.

Bank, three Gloucester schooners
of the 1840s lie at anchor under

There was rarely any problem gettinga 2. o o0 s and it takes
full fare; the hard part was trying to keep 15 men to gaff aboard the giant
the halibut in prime condition for the  halibut thrashing at the quarter

Boston and New York markets, which were  7ail. (Goode’s Fisheries)
a day to two or three’s sail from the

grounds. “Fish fast and get in fast” was the word; but as the prac-
tice was to clean and dump them in the hold on the round beach
stones of the ballast, they were taken out bruised and discolored
The men also tried nailing them to the overhead by their tails,
which improved their appearance but not their freshness, for the
vessels were burdensome and slow.

So first Forest and then, hot on her stern, Mount Vernon were
built as well smacks and sailed out to Georges that early spring of
835 by John Fletcher Wonson and his brother Add.

One of the three skippers who had first visited the Bank four-
teen years before, Robert Marston, was on the Mount Vernon this
trip as crew. Jim heard stories from him about the tide like the
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millrace when they anchored that time, sluicing by so hard the
sea poured through the hawse holes, and he scoffed. Nor would
he believe it when they told of days the halibut struck in on the
south shoals, came onto the ground so thick they would haul the
codfish clean off the hooks and follow the line to the surface,
crowding so tight you might walk on them in any direction as far
as the eye could see; and how they would jam up around the ves-
sel as if they wanted to be taken, keeping two or three men busy
all day, gaffing and hauling them aboard.

Was it possible? Was it really so that this great fish that
belonged at the very bottom of the ocean as deep as a hundred
fathoms down in the darkness would come up in such abundance
that the sea literally disgorged him into the laps of the fishermen?

It was—and on that trip and others during the season Jim saw
for himself the truth of these stories about the incredible
Georges; the crazy tides and every-which-way currents, and the
breakers in the middle of the ocean over the shoals, and storms
with the violence of all hell turned loose that came up out of
nowhere.

And there were the halibut, just as the men had said. Week
after week they filled the well, drove their sluggish schooners to
market, ran to Gloucester for food and fresh water and bait ("twas
old haddock, Melanogrammus aeglefinus, caught by the dory load
every day off Ten Pound Island right in the Harbor) and pushed
on back to the Bank. If the weather was bitter, eighteen thousand
pounds of halibut would stay alive in the well until market; if
mild, only half that amount. But Mount Vernon and Forest, carry-
ing seven men each, managed a round trip a week during the
height of the halibut, with twelve thousand pounds of live fish a
trip. One smack set the standing record for a day’s catch when
the boys hauled over the rail fourteen thousand thrashing pounds

of halibut, on a handline every one, between ten in the morning
and sundown.

Jim, as usual, rarely sailed on a sea of equanimity, and this
spring was no exception. After a few trips on the Mount Vernon,
a dispute arose between him and another fisherman named
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Bridges, who happened to be Marston’s son-inlaw. While they
were taking out in Boston, Bridges indicated to some people who
came on board that he could flog that Pattillo or do about as he
had a mind to with him. This boast reached Jim’s ears, and after
they had settled the trip he invited Bridges to step up forward of
the windlass with him for a little talk. He asked the fellow what
he meant by saying such derogatory things about a shipmate,
especially in front of strangers, advised him to look out for him-
self and knocked him down on the deck by the heel of the
bowsprit.

This summary action raised a rumpus with Captain Add
Wonson and Marston. Jim offered to walk off the Mount Vernon
then and there, but they persuaded him to stay with her to
Gloucester, as they were short of hands; Bridges wasn't feeling
too pert. When they arrived back at Cape Ann Jim left her and
finished out the season in the pinkey Lucinda with John Fletcher’s
cousin John Wonson.

His second autumn in the States he made a freighting trip back
to Nova Scotia with Captain Bill Brophy in the Only Son. The five
tons of butter they carried they sold at a handsome profit in
Boston, and that winter, as he had promised, he went to sea again
with Captain Ryder in the brig Oak.

Two years had passed since our big friend was run out of the
Provinces (or sailed off to seek his fortune in the Rogues’ Hole,
as he would put it). It was the spring of 1836, and the time was
long overdue for a reunion with his family. Trusting that the
Chester constabulary was short on memory and long on charity,
he shipped with Bill Brophy in the ancient schooner Manchester
on a trip to the Magdalen Islands in the Bay of St. Lawrence after
herring. Brophy agreed to touch at Chester on the way.

The Manchester should have been rotting on a beach some-
where but instead was as strong as the day she was launched out
of Duxbury fifty-two years earlier in 1784. Built big and heavy she
was, for the offshore fisheries; they must have charmed her tim-
bers for she would live to push a hundred and be the oldest work-
ing schooner in the United States. Good old Manchester! She saw
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generations of fishermen buried—and not all at sea, either. One
of the stories she carried with her was of the day back around
1822 when an old cannon blew up on deck and killed a crewman
with a Fourth of July salute going out Gloucester Harbor.

Chester was the same. Hot heads had cooled, bumps and bruis-
es had subsided, and the wild Pattillo kept his fists in his pockets.
But it wasn’t the same either. The old father was up in the church-
yard. The old mother was off down the line in Liverpool. And the
old homestead on the water up the Front Harbor inlet, with the
wharf where Alexander had kept his shallop and loaded his lime,
all had been sold.

Jim and Annie met gravely after the long separation, and it
seemed that she was well enough now to make the move to Cape
Ann. He sent word to his mother to ship Alex to Chester by the
packet and instructed his wife to be ready with their son to go on
board of the Manchester when they called again on their return
from the Bay of St. Lawrence.

Then Jim and his mates continued on for the Magdalens and
the herring.

So exuberantly superabundant as almost to constipate Mother
Nature’s cornucopia in their rush to the shallows around the
Magdalens, Clupea harengus, the herring, invaded the waters of the
Bay with the regularity of a calendar. They came during the last
week in April in schools so dense that spotters were posted on the
island hills to direct the fishermen by signals where to set their
nets from the boats or from the shore itself. Times were recorded
with wonder when five thousand barrels of herring were pulled
into the beach in one haul of the seine! By the end of May, spawn
deposited, they were gone as miraculously as they came.

It was common practice among the American vessels to pur-
chase their entire fare from the Bay fishermen, pickling the her-
ring on board in the round, in their own barrels with their own
salt, and this is what they did in the Manchester. In June, her aged
frames working under the load, the old schooner sailed back
through the Gut of Canso and down around the coast to Chester,
where Anne Pattillo and her young son were waiting.
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The boy was seasick most of the way to Cape Ann, and as the
weather was warm, Captain Brophy allowed him to sleep out on
deck under the stars. When they arrived at Eastern Point Jim rent-
ed rooms in the farmhouse of Isaac Patch. Mrs. Pattillo took up
her housekeeping again, and Alex was entered in the district
school to begin the education his father never had.
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In Which Jim is Initiated
Into the Occult Art of
Mackereling

DI RECTLY AFTER the Fourth of July of 1836, having set-
tled wife and child at Eastern Point, Jim returned to the employ
of Giles and Wonson and signed with Captain Steve Rich for his
second trip of the season to the Gulf of St. Lawrence, this time
after mackerel.

Good Hope was a year old, the newest addition to the owners’
fleet and at seventy-three tons the biggest, measuring sixty-six
feet from apple stem to box stern. Like the rest, she had left off
fishing for cod and halibut and was fitting out as a mackerel
hooker so as to be there and waiting for the schools when they
rose to the bait in the North Bay.

Rich had doubled his crew to twelve men. They cleared the
schooner’s deck of the fish pens and measured off the starboard
rail in fishing berths every three feet or so—the best men to get
the midships positions, the skipper taking the site just ahead of
the main rigging, cook way forward to be near his galley, and one
or two boys, still wet behind the ears, assigned farthest aft. Cleats,
as many as a dozen of them for the highliner’s lines, and jig bait
boards were nailed to the rail at each berth. Two of the chum
boxes were located inside the rail at the extreme fore and aft
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berths; the third and largest was made fast on the outside, amid-
ships. When they got to fishing, the bait barrels would stand
handy to the starboard rail, nearby to the halfhogshead strike
tubs. The bait mill was always kept out of the way on the port
side. Down below, the bulkheads were taken out, leaving the fish
hold a dark cave floored with a loose dumping of cold pebbles;
some of this ballast was carried in barrels, to be jettisoned as the
containers filled with fish. Other barrels were packed with fine
Liverpool salt, others with pickled menhaden slivers, others still
with clams.

All this, along with various associated equipment such as a
mile of cotton line, jig molds, bait heavers, gaffs, splitting knives,
gib keelers and plows, comprised the mystic armamentarium with
which the fishermen of Massachusetts practiced the occult art of
mackereling. These tangible paraphernalia were as nothing, of
course, unless one acknowledged faith in a Greater Power and
sought His, Her or Its blessings. Therefore one did not begin a
trip on a Friday or drive nails on Sunday; one most certainly did
not turn a hatch bottom up or, God forbid, let it drop in the hold.
It was the gravest sacrilege to permit the splices of the cable to
come to a stop in the hawse pipe when anchoring . . . and to allow
hawks, owls or crows to light in the rigging was virtually to invite
disaster aboard.

All of these preparations and precautions combined, plus a
dash of wizardry and a lifetime of experience, would without any
doubt whatsoever guarantee a successful trip and a full fare . .. if
the fish were right hungry, in the right place and at the right
time. Otherwise, the smartest skipper in the fleet was just as like-
ly to come home with a broker. Fisherman’s luck? The phrase was
invented for the mackerel killer; he was the greatest gambler of
them all, and for the highest stakes.

So, while Good Hope and the other jiggers of Gloucester are
running east on a fair southwest wind to join the growing fleet of
hunters, let us examine further into the habits and habitats of the
prey, that elusive rascal, Scomber scombrus.

He streams a liquid bullet from his nose’s point to the delicate
flair of his tail. The cloud waves of the sky streak the turquoise
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forty wash barrels twenty miles broad off St. Peters Bay. That was
the end of it. Steve Rich ran up the flag to the main topmasthead
and sailed for home.

And wouldn’t it be the luck of the hooker, though? After chas-
ing two thousand miles to the North Bay and back for seventy-five
barrels of mackerel, they bumped into a regular swarm right off
Cape Ann and caught two hundred more without winking!

Thus did Big Jim arrive back in Gloucester for his thirtieth
birthday that September, and then he shipped again with Steve
Rich in the Good Hope on a salt fish freighting voyage. They sailed
down off the Atlantic coast, round Florida and across the Gulf of
Mexico to Mobile, Alabama, with six hundred barrels of herring
Rich had caught in the Magdalens that spring. Pickled herring
was cheap slave food in the South and quantities of it were sold
to plantation owners by abolitionist New Englanders.

They returned to Cape Ann in February of 1837 after a twen-
ty-seven-day passage, and Pattillo was assigned back in the Mount
Vernon, this time under Captain Bill Forbes. She was fitting out
to go to the Georges halibutting in company with John Fletcher
Wonson and the Forest. The owners had bargained with a dealer
in East Boston to buy all the fresh halibut the two smacks caught
at monthly prices agreed on in advance for the season.

Mount Vernon sold her first trip, but when she returned from
the Bank with her second, at the end of March, the dealer swore
the market had failed and broke his contract. So they sailed
across the Harbor from East Boston to Long Wharf and disposed
of their fare for what it would fetch.

Next day was the first of April, chill and overcast. The
schooner wanted only wind for the run of a few hours down to
Cape Ann. Forbes and the rest of the crew walked up into Boston
for a look, leaving Jim in charge of the vessel. He waved them
goodby, settled down on board and got out his pipe.

A few blocks away in the North End, a crowd was gathering,
some coming on the run through the narrow streets, and making
considerable commotion up against a building on which had just
been posted this notice:
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April 1st—Picked up at sea by the brig Caravan, on the
99nd March, latitude 36 41, longitude 61 25, a large living
male Elephant, supposed to be the same that escaped from
the wreck of the steamer Royal Tar, in October last. It may
be seen this day and tomorrow (gratis) at the end of Battery
Wharf.

Everybody remembered the Royal Tar debacle. She burst her
boiler and burned in Penobscot Bay while carrying a circus from
St. John, New Brunswick, to Portland, Maine.

Down at the end of Battery Wharf it was starting to rain. A
throng of about six hundred huddled in the developing down-
pour in the square before a warehouse. A simple announcement
had been tacked on the locked door:

The Elephant is in this building—the keeper will be here

in a few minutes.

The curious of Boston hunched in the drenching rain for
more than an hour, shivering, waiting to inspect the elephant
that had survived a five-months’ swim of seven hundred and fifty
miles in the mid-Atlantic. Late in the morning, with still no sign
of the keeper, the crowd mostly dispersed. There was some mut-
tering.

While this scene was unfolding, back aboard the Mount Vernon
Jim’s reverie was disturbed by a broguish hail from Long Wharf.
He stuck his head out of the companionway into the rain, look-
ing for the source of the greeting.

It was a stocky Irishman, one of those who were emigrating to
America as the freshet before the flood, driven from the Old
Country by the hard times getting harder, eager for any kind of
employment. He had been looking the smack over.

Sure, and what would captain give a man to have her pumped
out, dry and tidy? he inquired cheerfully.

Jim took his pipe from his mouth, grinned and started to say
something but changed his mind. His eyes narrowed, and he

looked as solemn as a codfish.
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“Paddy, it's nothing to me if she's pumped out or not, one way
or the other—what would you do it for?”

A dollar an’ a bottle o’ rum.

They settled on half a dollar and the bottle, and the Irishman
hustled off for a chum. In a jiffy they were back and aboard. One
seized pump, the other pail, and they pumped and bailed the well
in the rain for three hours or so, and the water inside didn’t drop
by the width of a hair.

Jim broke out the rum and handed it over to the perspiring
and rain-soaked pair to refresh themselves for the redoubling of
their efforts, and he went below to unstraighten his face.

The two pumped and bailed and cursed the size of the hold.
They emptied the bottle and pumped and bailed some more until
Captain Forbes and the rest of the crew came back on board in
the afternoon. They were still hard at it.

“Who the devil are you men and what the devil are you
doing?” bellowed Forbes with a look of astonishment.

Sure, cap, there was a big fellow around somewheres, he hired
them in the morning to bail out the ship for half a dollar and a
bottle of rum, but sweet Jaysus they’d pumped enough to float
the Spanish Armada and the water was as high as ever.

“Do you lads know what day of the month this is?” asked the
skipper, trying to keep control of himself.

Why the first of April.

“All Fools’ Day, that’s it! This vessel is a smack, my boys, and
her well there has three hundred holes through the bottom, every
one big around enough for you to stick your finger through.
You'll never bail her out unless you empty the whole Western
Ocean. Here’s your fifty cents. Now get ashore!”

The air around them ringing to the haw-haws of the crew, bail-
er and pumper pulled on their jackets and stumbled onto Long
Wharf with some hard words for that big one.

Jim remained in the forecastle until Mount Vernon got under
way, preferring not to have a controversy with them.

The Pearl of Great Price

The kingdom of heaven is like unto a merchant
man, seeking goodly pearls: who, when he had found
one pearl of great price, went and sold all that he had
and bought it.

—MATTHEW 13: 45, 46

WI TH A LITTLE LUCK, socommented the newspaper
disgustedly during what passed for spring in 1837, the ice will be
gone out of Gloucester Harbor by August. Winter certainly was
hanging on . . . and on, and on—cold, raw and plumb downright
miserable.

But thirty fathoms down on Georges it was dinnertime, and
the halibut were waiting to take the hook. The largest fleet yet
had fitted out for Gloucester’s newest grounds, sailed earlier and
made more trips.

Familiarity had bred a measure of contempt for the tempestu-
ous and treacherous shoals, and the master mariners now carried
extra-heavy anchors and cable, paid out plenty of scope and hove
their hooks in the sand with less fear of the tides. Why drift and
jog all over Georges Bank when the fleet could anchor over a
good fishy shoal and work it at leisure in company?

Mount Vernon ran from Boston back to Eastern Point for stores,
water and bait. The waterfront chuckled over Jimmy Pattillo hir-
ing the Irishmen to pump out the Atlantic Ocean. And then as
quick as she came in she weighed anchor and stood out the
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