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I didn't see him go over.  It was more a matter of hearing it happen from a temporary limbo as one 

knows a home run has been hit while at a concession stand buying a hot dog. 

 

In this case, the tip-off was a shrill relaying of information from Edna the housekeeper stationed at a 

vantage point (I could only imagine) near the window overlooking the river.  There she often stands to 

look out, never farther than a broom handle's length-or-two from her beloved skillets and double boilers. 

 

"Lord, God!  Come quick!  Ted's in the water!" 

 

I was in the basement suffering a communications gap with the long-distance operator.  The 

telephone is at the bench where he ties his flies.  Usually it's sequestered among the mounds of animal 

hair, bird feathers, and strands of tinsel that comprise the backbone of the wardrobe of his petite 

creations.  As a concession to the outside world, he will sometimes answer it there.  Upstairs -- when 

he's preparing to fish or to eat or to sleep or to make entries in his log -- he's more likely to give it the 

indifference he thinks it deserves.  In the local directory, the phone is listed under "Spaulding Trappers 

Association" (or an equivalent) to further discourage intrusions. 

 

I hung up on the operator -- glad for the excuse -- and bounded up the steps to the main floor of the 

cabin.  Edna was now on the porch.  Her apron was at her mouth.  I banged through the screen door but 

had to pull up short to allow my eyes to adjust to the late-afternoon glare off the Miramichi.  Framed by 

the white birch trees that surround the camp, the great glittering ribbon dominated an altogether lovely 

view.  It's hard to think of the Miramichi as being a party to violence.  But like all rivers, it gets its share.  

And more than now that the high incidence of salmon poaching has led to bloodshed. 

 

It is 100 feet almost straight down from his porch to the river.  When I finally saw him, he was 

already out of the deep water and trudging through the shallows, pulling the canoe behind him by the 

painter.  He had taken on a Rockwellian perspective.  He looked like a large worn-out boy trailing home 

his sled after a day on the hills. 

 

We waited for him. 

 

"You don't look so hot," I said as he reached the knoll at the top of the crude steps that lead up from 

the river. 

 

"I'm all right," he said, wheezing. 

 

He wasn't really all right.  He was an obelisk of wet leather and rubber and soaked-through flannel.  

The water squished in his waders.  His breath came in audible bursts and made cartoon balloons in the 

cold New Brunswick air.  He sat down heavily on a bench and began to remove his waders. 

 

"Roy says you're a cow in a canoe." 

 

"There's a lot of jealousy around," he said.  "A lot of jealousy." 

 

"What happened?" 

 

"The water's high and I wanted to fish a spot on the other side.  I was standing up poling across and 

the pole got pinched against the middle of the canoe by the current.  All of a sudden, I was over." 
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I had a flash image of a grim scenario.  Of the pole banging into his head, of the canoe smothering 

him, of his waders filling with water and tugging him down, or the river rushing over him.  'Canoe Flips 

- Hall-of-Famer Washed Into Oblivion'. 

 

"You better get right in and take a warm bath and get some dry clothes on," Edna said, her practical 

jaw set. 

 

She was looking at him sternly. 

 

"You'll catch your death." 

 

"No time to shower.  I'm going to change and go back," he said as he abruptly stood up and 

lumbered through the door. 

 

I watched the screen tremble and looked at Edna.  She rolled her eyes. 

 

"He'd do that?" I asked.  "He'd go back now cold as it is after almost drowning?" 

 

"It's still light ain't it?" said Edna as she went inside. 

 

She had, after all, said her piece. 

 

Roy Curtis -- Edna's husband and Ted's guide -- arrived soon after that.  He'd been off in the pickup 

on an errand and came back to fetch Edna home just as Ted retraced the steps to the river in dry clothes 

and waders. 

 

Told of the near catastrophe, Roy joined me on the porch to watch.  Both of us were now well 

jacketed against the evening's advance.  He said that he and Ted had already fished a full day without 

luck at another place.  And after Edna had filled them with the usual surfeit of calories, Ted announced 

his intentions to salvage something here at the home pool. 

 

The Curtises have been in Ted's employ since the later 1950s.  They bestow on him a tender-but-

cautious devotion.  Not so much on account of his celebrity (which they merely tolerate) but because of 

his uniqueness. 

 

He brings to their lives in a wretchedly insecure world (a third of the citizens of New Brunswick are 

on relief in the winter) and the uneasy excitement parents might feel in rearing a generous -- albeit 

temperamental -- prodigy.  In turn, they ensure that all his needs on the river are taken care of. 

 

The porch where we stood was built by Roy.  He had, in fact, helped build all 3 cabins in the camp.  

In the fishing season, he not only fishes with Ted but also guides the visitors Ted favors with invitations 

to the camp.  In the winter, he makes repairs and sees to the cutting of wood for the Franklin stove. 

 

I asked Roy if he remembered the first time they had fished together.  He said yes, in 1955 "when we 

were both young fellers."  Roy is a stockily-built man, 60ish, with cloudy blue eyes and cheeks that 

glow like slabs of country ham.  In his taciturnity, he makes the perfect companion for a fishing genius.  

That and the fact that he's highly respected among the salmon guides of the province for his expertise 

make him special.  The evaluations Ted seeks in fishing matters wouldn't be given by sycophants. 

 

"He asked me if I knew anything about salmon fishing," Roy said. 
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"What did you tell him?" 

 

"I said some." 

 

"He was pretty cocky, uh?" 

 

"No … well, yes.  Maybe a little.  But in 40 years on the river, I've met an awful lot of fishermen.  

Most of 'em either they can't fish at all or after a year-or-so they start telling you.  Most of 'em you have 

to straighten out, for sure." 

 

"You had to straighten Ted out?" 

 

He grinned.  "Some.  But don't tell him I told you that.  Thing is, I liked him right off.  He's such a 

great big kid, you know.  Just a dandy feller to be with.  And of course, now I really can't tell him 

anything.  He likes to tell me." 

 

"I think he believes he's the best," I said.  "Is he the best?" 

 

"The best I've seen," said Roy.  "40 years and I ain't seen none better, no.  There's days a feller can 

beat him, maybe.  But day-in day-out, he's the best.  He can do it all.  He can ties the best flies and rig 

'em just right.  He can cast to the toughest spots.  He can cover more water than anybody.  He knows 

exactly how to play a fish and has a fine steady hand to release 'em.  That's an art for sure.  Sometimes I 

sit on the bank and never lift a finger." 

 

"I bet you like that." 

 

Roy ignored me. 

 

"And persistent?  Oh my!  He'll stay out there all day in any kind of weather.  Stay and stay." 

 

Roy nodded at the river and we watched from our perch.  Ted was alone now, moving along the near 

side of the Miramichi (now a silver gash) casting … moving a step-or-two downriver, casting … 

moving.  Edna brought us Scotch to warm the vigil.  The silence between us grew as we watched. 

 

Then -- when it was almost impossible to see -- there was a small detonation on the surface of the 

water, a flash of tumbling flesh and a quick one-sided battle.  The lone figure moved to the river's edge, 

his rod held high in one hand and his other reaching down as he bent over. 

 

"He's releasing it?" I asked. 

 

"Yeah," said Roy. 

 

"All day for one fish and he's releasing it?!" 

 

"Yeah," said Roy.  "Persistent." 
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From his cabin on the Miramichi, Williams has a view of 

some of the finest Atlantic salmon waters. 

 

 

 

 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

 

It has been Ted Williams' dream to one day own a shrimp trawler (75 feet or better), carefully 

appointed with gun and tackle rooms and enough of the essentials of Life to accommodate a man who 

eats well and recreates vigorously.  And then to spend the rest of his days scouring the World for fish he 

has never caught and animals he has never hunted.  He read that Zane Grey had a boat he used for just 

those purposes.  The image of Grey at the helm restrained only by the injunctions of wind and tide made 

the writer a hero of Ted's. 

 

Whenever Williams talks of this dream voyage, the enthusiasm that makes him so volatile a 

conversationalist -- he doesn't converse actually; he competes, he challenges, he needles -- is rekindled. 

 

"Being there is what I love," he says.  "Away from people.  Away from the telephone.  I can't think 

of anyone who got more fun out of life than Zane Grey.  Traveling, hunting, fishing …" 

 

The dream was nurtured during the early years of Ted's major league career when as a singular 

hero/anti-hero who seemed always to be in the vortex of controversy, he came to rely on the rivers and 

streams of North America and the saltwater flats and channels of the Florida Keys and any number of 

wilderness areas for isolation and relief.  The more Williams suffered the trespasses of his odlators and 

the prying of his critics, the more he retreated until in middle age, he had wittingly fashioned for himself 

an idyllic outdoorsman's life.  Fish where-and-for what he wanted.  Hunt where-and-when he pleased. 

 

He never bought that big shrimper.  He had had the money to buy a dozen like it.  But he has only 

talked about it, dabbing at the image as if it were a favorite painting that needed constant retouching.  I 

suspect that he'll never buy the boat, that he'll just go on talking about forever.  Or at least until he's done 

once-and-for-all with the first love of his life -- the love that held him for 25 years as a player, seduced 

him kicking and screaming out of retirement to manage the Washington Senators/Texas Rangers for 4 

years ("What a lousy job that was," he says) and even now in the spring brings him back to advise the 

young hitters of the Boston Red Sox in Florida (for a fee, of course). 
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The passion for hitting a baseball is still on him.  The batting cage and the batter's box remain 

beguiling places.  In his youth, they were the wellsprings of his expression, the laboratories where he 

fashioned as scientific an understanding of the art of hitting as the game has ever known.  His love for 

the possibilities they pose continues to compete with the full-grown tugs of Nature that take him so far 

away from the arenas where he once starred. 

 

Off Islamorada in the Florida Keys, I have held on as he perilously rocked his bonefishing skiff 

while standing to demonstrate the proper way to hit a low outside pitch.  "Hell, you can't pick your nose 

with this pitch.  You've got to be quick!  Be quick with the bat." 

 

I've seen him leap from a circle of fisherman on the edge of a jungle in Coasta Rica to heft an 

imaginary bat and hit towering imaginary homeruns.  "See that?  It's an upswing -- not a downswing or a 

level swing.  They've been getting that wrong for years, the so-called 'batting experts'." 

 

The fits of temper -- the spitting, the gesturing -- that marked him with Boston fans have long faded 

from the composite of his image.  With time, cleaner more agreeable lines have emerged that define him 

better.  Like many loners, it was only the rude crowds he hated -- that part of being a celebrity.  The rest 

of his feelings were really not so intense.  It was more a matter of taste, a preference for simpler things.  

He wasn't running away from something as much as he was running to something.  Non-outdoorsmen 

never quite understand that. 

 

He is now an expert fisherman.  Maybe the most expert of our time the way Zane Grey was 

considered to be in his.  The unique drive that made him want to be (in his own words) "the greatest 

hitter that ever lived" turned out to be transmutable.  He would not mind at all being called "the greatest 

fisherman that ever lived".  His expertise is vast.  He has fished for black marlin in New Zealand and 

tiger fish on the Zambezi.  He has won international tournaments.  No kind of tacke, no body of water 

has escaped his interest.  The weight of his experience has led him at a youthful 62 to certain hard-held 

beliefs on the subject. 

 

Of all the fish that swim, Williams believers that there are three worthy of a sportsman's consistent 

attention.  The tarpon, the bonefish, and the Atlantic salmon.  He has now caught (and -- for the most 

part -- released) more than 1,000 of each.  He fishes for the first two near his home in Islamorada.  For 

Atlantic salmon, he spends the greater part of every summer at his camp on the Miramichi in New 

Brunswick.  He has been going there every season for almost 3 decades.  He owns or has interest in 4 

different pools (i.e., specific fishing areas) on the Miramichi, the best salmon river in the Western 

Hemisphere.  There are 111 genetic strains of salmon in the Miramichi.  In 1966, a record 80,000 

salmon were angled there.  Ted now believes that the Atlantic salmon is the greatest of game fish.  It is a 

soliloquy easily memorized if you are around him enough: 

 

"there's no fish that can touch it for all-round enjoyment.  What are the requisites of a good fish?  

Size is a criterion, but it can't stand alone.  I've caught a 1,000-p9ound marlin, and I wouldn't really care 

to catch another.  I've caught a 600-pound thresher shark.  You might as well call a thresher shark a 

Mack truck because that's the way it fights. 

 

"Fighting ability is a better criterion.  The tarpon is a more spectacular fish -- an eager fish that 

bends hooks and breaks up lines.  The salmon doesn't fight like that.  But he fights.  I've known a 12-

pound to run as far as any 12-pound bonefish or jump as much as any tarpon and take you a quarter-mile 

downstream doing it. 

 

"And then there are all the other factors.  Where you catch 'em, how you catch 'em, the skill 

involved.  You catch salmon in beautiful surrounds, places you never get tired of going to.  There's a 
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constant expectation.  You're always seeing fish, seeming 'em jump, seeing 'em roll, seeing 'em walk 

over a bar.  The technique you have to have for salmon is awesome.  

Sometimes they're so hard to take, you think they're smart.  Sometimes it's 

just a matter of changing the arc of your cast a little bit.  And there's the 

added pleasure of the salmon being extremely edible.  Most game fish, you 

can't eat at all. 

 

"And gee, the Atlantic salmon is such a romantic fish.  The life cycle is 

so damn romantic.  They know specifically that a salmon hatched up this 

river -- maybe 40-or-5o miles up, even more -- will stay in the river 3 years 

surviving kingfishers, eels, skunks, mergansers, coons, otters, damn near 

everything in or along the river that takes shots at him. 

 

"Then the 3rd summer, he runs the gantlet to the sea.  Man's after him, 

beast's after him.  But he goes out -- no one knows where for sure -- and he 

survives the predators there.  Finally a year later, he comes back upriver a 

grilse (i.e., a small adult salmon) maybe 3-or-4 pounds.  Or if he has the 

right genes, he'll wait another year and come back a 9-or-10 pound salmon 

right back to the exact place he was spawned.  At that point, he's a 4,000-to-

1 shot.  The hen that went upriver 4 years before him laid around 8,000 

eggs.  The experts figure the best you can hope for is that 2 salmon will 

survive everything and make it back 4-or-5 years later. 

 

"The tarpon is a super fish.  And the bonefish is a super fish.  You never quite get your belly full of 

those two.  But this fish, the salmon.  It keeps getting on you more-and-more.  You dream about it.  You 

think about the next time, the ways you'll fish for it and the flies you'll use.  If I only had one fish to fish 

for, it would be the Atlantic salmon.  I'll be a little closer to death when I know I can't fish for 'em 

anymore." 

 

I have heard these same words in more-or-less the same order over-and-over.  Lately they've taken 

on an urgency.  Ted believes the Atlantic salmon might not be around by the end of this century. 

 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

 

A stunning rendition of reveille -- full and reedy and unorthodox -- stirred the camp at first light. 

 

Ted stood in the open area between the main house and the guest cabin.  He had his heels together 

and his backbone arched.  He let his stomach (no longer a "splendid splinter" was he) thrust forward 

unchecked.  With his forefinger and thumb curled and pressed hard to his mouth to form a facsimile of a 

bugle's mouthpiece, he blew again toward the river.  Only this time the music was the Marine Hymn.  As 

a former Marine fighter pilot, he finds it applicable to almost any situation -- a call to dinner, a salute to 

a passing duck, a response to a smart-aleck remark. 

 

The second burst drew a shout and a wave from a bulky gray silhouette on the Miramichi.  Ted 

watched the angler cast and from that he could name him. 

 

"He was in my pool again yesterday in his canoe," he told Roy.  "I'm going to have to have him over 

for a drink so I can tell him he's fishing right over the hot spot." 

 

Ted said that he didn't mind the natives fishing his pools.  But "you'd think a licensed angler would 

have the courtesy to ask." 
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"Maybe you're jealous that he can handle a canoe," I said. 

 

"Maybe you don't know how lucky you are to be here," he said, lifting the side of his mouth. 

 

He walked to the truck where Roy was loading waders and rain gear.  During the night, sheets of 

rain had slashed into the camp and there was threat of more.  He said that I was about to join the "best 

fishing team on the Miramichi -- Williams&Curtis" and that I would do well to pay attention. 

 

Edna came out with lunch in a bulging brown bag and we piled into the pickup with Roy at the 

wheel and Ted at the other window.  They had decided to try Ted's pool at Grey Rapids downriver 

toward New Castle.  The pool washes into a long stretch of rocky, active public water and makes a first-

rate salmon run.  By canoe, it's no more than 2 miles from Ted's camp.  But it's a half-hour drive by 

truck.  We circled back the 10 miles to the nearest town (Blackville); crossed over onto Route 8; and 

then picked our way down a series of unpaved side roads. 

 

"Why not just use the canoe?" I asked. 

 

"It wasn't done, Ted said.  "And that kind of fishing holds no fascination for me.  They use canoes a 

lot on the Restigouche.  But I don't like it.  You can't make subtle moves in a canoe.  You can't get right 

down there with 'em where it's intimate."  He raised his eyebrows. 

 

On the side roads, we passed knots of schoolchildren waiting at unmarked bus stops in the gray light.  

Brightly-clad and scrubbed-looking, they stood out like bouquets against the beaten-looking houses and 

farms.  Ted waved and called to those he knew. 

 

At the property line of one larger spread, he leaned out the window and began yelping and banging 

on the door.  "Yip!  Yip!  Yip!"  We were almost to the fence on the other side of the property when a 

German shepherd suddenly shot out from its hiding place behind a bush and ran toward us barking 

ominously.  At the fence, the big dog pulled up short but continued to bark.  Ted responded, holding up 

his end of the duet.  "Yip!  Yip!  Yip!"  Ted and Toy laughed happily.  "Bastard does it every time," Ted 

said. 

 

Ted said that his first time on the Miramichi when he was still playing for the Red Sox hadn't exactly 

thrilled him.  He had come up to do a fishing film.  The script called for him to span seasonal lines -- to 

go for bass, bonefish, tarpon, and salmon -- and it had been a job getting it all in. 

 

"You couldn't even thing about doing that now," he said.  "They've made the baseball season too 

damn long for that.  Too long period!  It's lousy for baseball.  Lousy!  Cold rotten weather at the 

beginning of the season and cold rotten weather at the end.  I'd be screaming if I played now.  I hated to 

hit in cold weather.  They want to know why batting averages are so low -- that's a factor." 

 

He said he wasn't immediately won to the salmon.  "In the first place, I didn't like standing in line on 

the river with 5 guys in front of you and 5 guys behind you and guys casting right across from you 

sometimes close enough to hit you in the eye.  I didn't like having to fish somebody's private pool.  It 

was a good pool.  But I didn't like that part of the act. 

 

"Then a guy gave me a couple flies that he'd tied that were half the size of the ones I was using.  I 

got some fish and thought: 'Gee!  If I could tie my own flies and if I had my own pool …'  Eventually I 

got a pool and right away came the biggest flood in 50 years and moved the rocks around and wrecked 

the whole damn thing." 
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Roy grunted amiably.  The pickup banged into a rut and then surged forward noisily. 

 

By 1958, Ted was hooked.  That year he won his last American League batting championship -- a 

steal at .328 compared with his supernatural .388 of the year before.  In 1958 he was 40 years old.  Right 

after the last game, he flew to Bangor, Maine and drove straight through to the Miramichi.  He was on 

the river the next afternoon beating the close of the salmon season by just 2 hours. 

 

"It was cold as hell and the wind was ripping down the 

river," Ted said.  "But I'd been tying flies all summer.  I had a 

yellow butt on a double-8 with a short shank and I laid it out 

there.  And I kept laying out there.  Picking up slowly, laying it 

out.  Then there was a big boil and I put it out again.  And there 

was that beautiful roll and the feel of weight that you get when 

he's taken the fly.  Whoosh!  He was way downriver before he 

jumped and I could see him for the first time.  Then he came 

back upriver and greyhounded right past me.  He fought like 

hell for about 30 minutes.  A 20-pound hookbill -- the best I 

ever got on the Miramichi." 

 

2 trucks were already parked in the clearing that adjoined a narrow trail to the river. 

 

"It'll be crowded today," Ted said, hurrying to put on his waders.  "The Miramichi fishes 10 times 

more anglers than any other salmon river.  Wouldn't you say, Roy?" 

 

"For sure," said Roy. 

 

He and I were still gathering up equipment as Ted plunged off through the opening in the bushes 

with rod-in-hand.  When we reached the bank, he was rigged and moving into the water.  His pool was 

up and around the bend from where we came out, Roy said.  This was public water through to the 

bottom end of the rapids.  3 men were already on the river casting. 

 

I waited on the bank as Roy deposited our gear.  I wasn't eager to fish too close to Ted.  His scrutiny 

can be devastating, not to mention loud. 

 

Ted stripped out line and began to cast (right-handed, the way he threw rather than the way he 

batted).  Still, the fluid ease and enormous power that made him so marvelous a hitter was reborn before 

me.  The wind was angling into us.  He double-hauled to build up line speed and cast again.  The line 

shot forward with a sharp whistling sound and at its full length sent the tippet rolling out like a lizard's 

tongue to flick the water, delicately laying down the fly.  A 70-foot cast!  Farther out, a zipper on the 

surface signaled a fish.  His next cast covered the distance. 

 

"See that?" said Roy.  "He drives it out there.  He has a bull arm.  That's one reason he gets more 

than anybody.  He reaches 'em where the ordinary fellow can't." 

 

Roy pointed down and across the river to a crude log cabin high on the bank.  He said he had been 

born there.  He said that one windy Fall morning a few seasons ago, he had come over from that point in 

a canoe and spotted a big salmon lying by a submerged rock. 

 

"When we fished that day, we couldn't get anything and I finally said to Ted: 'The waves are high 

and the wind is right on you.  But if you can get it out there, there's a dandy big salmon.  I can't reach it.  
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But I can tell you when you're over it.'  The wind was in his face and the waves were pullin' his line over 

every time he cast.  But finally he got it right and I said 'That's it.'  And he kept casting.  He stood there 

for 2 hours casting.  And do you know, he nailed the fish.  A 15-pounder!" 

 

"That was a holding fish," Ted said. 

 

He had come back to change flies.  The light had changed, he said, and with the higher water he 

needed something brighter.  From the pocket of his flannel shirt, he took out his fly case.  Inside in neat 

little rows like earrings in a jeweler's display were the flies that he had been tying at night in the 

basement. 

 

"You know, Roy," he said.  "I discovered something about tying a Conrad a couple days ago and I 

think you ought to know.  Something that could help you a lot." 

 

But instead of showing Roy the fly, he cupped his hand over the case mysteriously.  Roy grinned and 

waited. 

 

"Naw, I better not," Ted said..  "I better keep this to myself.  You're a big Canadian guide, up all 

night tying flies.  These amateur efforts wouldn't interest you." 

 

He turned and held the fly out of sight, studying it.  "I don't know if you're ready for this or not." 

 

Roy waited. 

 

Finally … inevitably … Ted turned back to reveal creation.  Roy adjusted his glasses and held the 

fly up to the morning light. 

 

"Yeah, that's a good one," he said. 

 

"A 'good' one?  A 'good' one?  Boy, there IS a lot of jealousy around here.  That's a peppermint stick 

that fly!  Even you could catch fish with that fly.  I was going to make you a little presentation too.  But 

now …" 

 

"Oh, I'll take it.  For sure," said Roy. 

 

"Yah, yah.  I knew you'd say that." 

 

Ted <winked> at me. 

 

"What do you think of Ted Williams now?  What-do-you-think-of-Ted-Williams-now?" 

 

When Ted was rerigged, he moved upriver around the bend to his own pool and out-of-sight.  Roy 

took me out to join the line of fisherman in the public water.  One of them farther down raised a fish and 

then lost it.  Roy grunted. 

 

"I like to see that," he said.  "I want a fisherman to get his salmon, for sure.  But just the same, I root 

for the fish." 

 

Roy left me and went back to the rig for himself.  The conga line had increased in number until we 

were now nine(9).  At a point where the river widened and deepened, the procession ending and in turn 
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we walked back to start over.  When I looked upriver, I saw Ted was at the bend hunched over near the 

shoreline apparently releasing a fish.  He moved back into the river and began casting again. 

 

I finished the run and waited on a rock.  "A salmon?" I asked when he came. 

 

"The one I released?  A grilse.  4 - 4½ pounds, tops." 

 

I said that no one else had caught anything.  "I know," he said. 

 

He was repairing his line, cutting the leader with his teeth. 

 

"This is one fish you have to be satisfied with one-a-day.  A good-sized tarpon, you'd be satisfied 

with one.  An 8- or 9-pound bonefish, you'd be tickled-to-death with one.  But this one -- you don't even 

think so much about size." 

 

He said there was "no question that 30- and 40-pounders come up this river.  But they're rare and 

you'd have to be lucky even to see one.  On the Resigouche, a 30-pounder isn't unusual.  And they come 

late in the Fall past the fishing season and in the Spring.  Up there, getting a 30-pounder would be like 

the year (1941) I hit .400 (actually .406).  There were guys who hit .345, .355 that year.  So hitting .400 

wasn't such a big deal at the time.  Now when the best hitters in the Big Leagues are hitting .310, .400 

would be a hell of a big deal!" 

 

Almost simultaneously not 5 feet apart and less than 10 yards away, 2 fish jumped.  Ted went back 

into the river and began casting.  I waited until he was a safe distance away and then fell in line.  Every 

now-and-then I caught his gaze checking me out.  Invariably at those times, I sent up what he called 

"Chinese casts". 

 

Lunchtime drew a circle of fishermen at the bank where Roy had laid out gear.  Roy sat on a rock 

and peeled the waxed paper from Edna's salmon salad sandwiches.  The other anglers clusters around 

waiting for Ted who was the last to leave the river.  Except for the one near-miss and the grilse I'd seen 

Ted release, there hadn't been a hit. 

 

"There's fish," Ted said.  "They're just not taking, that's all.  That one refused the bug, Leo?  Or 

what?" 

 

"Yeah," said the man who missed the fish.  He seemed surprised that Ted had seen it, having been at 

least a quarter of a mile away at the time. 

 

"Geez.  And you one of the alltime greats," Ted needled. 

 

"Water's way up," said an older man in a baggy shirt.  His face showed the unmistakable folds of a 

drastic weight loss.  "Must be swollen 6 inches from last night." 

 

"Oh hell yes," said Williams.  "This could be a total loss today.  Real dirty water, coming fast.  We 

probably ought to try Swinging Bridge tomorrow, Roy." 

 

"I'd say," said Roy. 

 

"You don't liking rising water, Ted?" Leo asked. 
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"At the beginning of a rise, yes.  Ordinarily I like high water because the fish come in then as 

opposed to a drought when there's no water to move in.  But when it's discolored like this, it's a signal 

for them to move on." 

 

"What do you mean 'move on'?" I asked. 

 

"They don't hold in the pools as well.  They see their chance and move.  Still, there are pools in June 

and early July.  High water pools that are good to fish in.  I use bigger flies in June when it's moving and 

smaller flies in low water and during the Summer when the water is slower." 

 

"Why do you suppose they take flies" asked a younger man in a red hat and red suspenders.  He was 

an American jumping into the discussion. 

 

"Well, no one's sure," said Ted.  "It's not out of hunger, though. I'm convinced of that.  When they 

come up in the Fall, they don't eat in the river at all.  You ever found one that had anything in its belly 

going upriver, Roy?" 

 

"Never did." 

 

"Roy has opened thousands of fish and he never found anything.  Their bellies are just flat.  Some 

guys say they go for bugs to squeeze the juice out of 'em.  But that's crap.  When they come upriver, 

they're here on business.  To spawn, not to eat.  In the Spring, it's a different story.  They haven't eaten 

for 5-or-6 months.  They're hungry, they're getting ready to go out. 

 

"But I still think the fly is more an instinctive thing.  As parr (a young salmon), they are voracious 

eaters.  They eat anything that floats.  One of the prettiest sights on the river on a quiet summer evening 

when the bugs are hatching and you can watch the salmon 8, 10, 12 inches to grab 'em.  So they react to 

flies and bugs.  A nervous stimulus, something that carried them in the beginning.  Instinct.  That and 

the annoyance of anything -- even a fly -- entering their territory." 

 

The man in the baggy shirt picked up Ted's rod. 

 

"That's a lot bigger rod than I use, Ted.  Got to be a weightlifter to use that dam rod." 

 

"8-and-a-half feet.  That's all," said Ted. 

 

He got up to demonstrate, putting his sandwich on the backpack. 

 

"Look, you're casting into the wind out here now and it's ridiculous to use that little baton you're 

using.  What is it, 6½ feet?  I thought so.  You might as well throw the fly with your hand.  Adequate 

tackle.  You've got to have adequate tackle.  It's the first rule in the book no matter what you're fishing 

for.  All you do with inadequate equipment is frustrate yourself and maybe injure a fish that breaks off 

or stick a hook in your ear or in your eye. 

 

"I was at a banquet 20 years ago sitting next to a guy with a patch over one eye.  He said he'd been 

an ambassador to Ireland and he fished there and used a lighter rod.  When he tried to pick it up, the fly 

came back and hit him in the eye." 

 

Ted worked the rod. 
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"On a real windy day, I've used as much as a 10-foot rod with double-sixes.  But 8½ is all you need, 

9 in toughest weather." 

 

"But you're a lot bigger than I am." 

 

Ted gave his baggy shirt a look. 

 

"Yeah.  And my eyesight's better.  And all that other crap I'm supposed to have going for me.  But 

what you really have to have out here is talent.  That's what it takes.  A little bit of talent." 

 

He grinned, then made a face as the American in the red hat lit a cigarette. 

 

"There was some guy on the other side smoking when I was fishing upriver," Ted said, talking to the 

group but looking at the smoker.  "I could smell it all the way across.  I could smell it.  I know guys 

who'd commit adultery before they'd smoke one of those things." 

 

The smoker grinned sheepishly.  The others laughed. 

 

Ted said that he had run into some of his World War II buddies at the Hall of Fame induction of the 

late Tom Yawkey (his old Red Sox boss), Al Kaline, and Duke Snider.  And every one had quit 

smoking.  The man in the red hat was now cupping his cigarette in his hand but hadn't been intimidated 

quite enough to put it out. 

 

A squat dark-skinned man with a face like a clenched fist had been listening without expression.  He 

kept glancing downriver.  Finally a lone fisherman could be seen plowing throw the shallows. 

 

"My friend, he got a roll before," the man said in a thick French accent. 

 

He sighed. 

 

"He'll be here till 5 o'clock now.  We were here to almost 10:00 last night." 

 

"Sounds like my kind of guy," Ted said and bit into his doughnut.  "I went 8 days without a roll or a 

pull one year after they started allowing the mackerel netting in the Miramichi Bay." 

 

"The 'incidental catch' -- what a joke that is," said the man in the baggy shirt.  "They catch 10 

legitimate mackerel and 90 'incidental' salmon.  And they keep the salmon and throw away the 

mackerel." 

 

"I didn't think any kind of commercial salmon netting on the river or in the bay was legal," I said. 

 

"They banned in 1972 when they realized this fish was in serious trouble and the Danes were 

murdering 'em off Greenland and on the high seas," said Ted.  "In those days, you seldom saw 

commercial fishermen dropping nets for mackerel.  Only salmon.  Then they put the ban on.  The next 

thing you know, they were selling mackerel licenses like crazy." 

 

"They went from 90 nets to 600 in no time," said the old man.  "The salmon didn't know the 

difference." 

 

"They've made some strides," said Ted.  "They got limits now and since last year, they make you tag 

every fish that's sold.  And that's good.  And they forced the Danes to limit their netting on the high seas.  
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But they've got to do more.  I think it should be classified as a 'game' fish and not a 'commercial' fish.  

There just aren't enough salmon to go around to the angler, to a guy who wants to net, to the commercial 

fisherman, to everybody.  The main consideration should be how can we get the most revenue for this 

fish if it is in limited supply?  And it is.  For Ted Williams who loves this fish, it's fast coming to the 

point where there won't be enough fishing to warrant the time and expense." 

 

"They say there's been more fish caught on the rivers in this system last year than any year in the 

past 10," said the cigarette smoker. 

 

"Yeah, they're making a big deal out of that now because the commercial fishermen want the ban 

lifted.  But one good year doesn't reverse a trend," Williams said.  "This is a cyclical fish.  They've got to 

give it 3-or-4 years, 10 years before they can say a trend is set.  It's still a long way from what it used to 

be." 

 

"Will they get the ban lifted?" the smoker asked. 

 

"Looks that way on a select basis.  They're talking about a quota of 18,000 fish for commercial 

fishermen on the Miramichi [now in effect].  But they're also going to allow the incidental catch in the 

Bay of Shall and in the Bay of Fundy.  And in the end it's going to be as screwed up as it was in 1972.  I 

think it's wrong." 

 

"How about the Indians?  They got carte blanche to net 'em.  And sell 'em, too." 

 

"Well, I'll tell you," said Ted.  "Poaching is wrong no matter if it's the Indians doing it or the locals.  

But at least it's against the Law.  Commercial fishing will be legal and it'll set the river back 10 years.  

They'll abuse it, abuse it, abuse it.  They'll be just as much poaching and then the Danes'll say 'What the 

hell' and they'll be netting 'em like crazy again.  And that'll be the end of the salmon." 

 

The man in the baggy shirt said the commercial ban has gradually made the anglers the enemies of 

the locals.  He said he had had experienced their resentment.  Ice picks through his tires, holes knocked 

in his boat. 

 

"You had a canoe wrecked last year didn't you, Ted?" 

 

"Yeah.  But hell, you have to give these people some consideration.  They've fished this river all 

their lives.  Most of us who have pools make some kind of allowance.  I had one local tell me the other 

day the greatest thing I ever heard.  He said 'All I live for now is this river.  To be able to come here and 

fish.'  I have sympathy for that kind of feeling." 

 

"Do you have sympathy for burning out your camp when you're not here?"  The man in the baggy 

shirt said it had happened twice to friends of his and they'd sold out. 

 

"They think we're infringing on their birthright, their right to take as many fish as they please," said 

Leo. 

 

One of the circle noted that a story in a local paper had quoted a confessed poacher as being critical 

of the duplicity of visiting "sportsmen".  He had singled out Williams himself for complaining about 

getting "only 58" salmon one year when the year before he'd had "over 100 at the same time". 

 

"Yeah, I saw that," said Ted.  "And it's about what you'd expect from a newspaper.  What I catch and 

what I release are 2 different things." 



 15 

 

"For every 10 you catch, how many do you keep?" the old man asked. 

 

"Less than 2," Ted answered. 

 

The others whistled. 

 

We got back to camp before dark.  After lunch, Ted had caught and released a 10-pound hen, closing 

out his allowable fishing for the day.  I'd slipped on a rock working downstream and swamped my 

waders.  But in my misery, I had chanced on a grilse and landed it.  That warmed me some.  Otherwise, 

the activity at Grey Rapids had been dispiriting.  When the clouds thickened and the cold came on again, 

we'd left the Frenchman to fish alone with his dogged friend. 

 

2 men were waiting in the driveway when we rolled in.  An old man with hair white as tissue and a 

middle-aged man with a big twitching smile that made you think bugs were loose under his skin.  They 

identified themselves as devout Red Sox fans, a father&son team.  The smiling man had a book for Ted 

to autograph. 

 

Ted invited them to sit on the porch.  The white-haired man watched tentatively as the smiling man 

gushed over his hero. 

 

"You could still play," the smiling man said. 

 

"Play what?  The piano?" 

 

"No.  I mean as a designated hitter," said the smiling man.  "With those eyes, those wrists." 

 

He looked at me for approval.  He couldn't stop grinning. 

 

"Well, it takes more than eyes," said Ted. 

 

"Oh yes, I know.  Yeah.  I remember the way you gripped the bat.  You always gave it that extra 

little twist before you hit.  All that power." 

 

"You remember that, eh?" Ted said.  "Boy, one of my loyal fans." 

 

The smiling man blushed happily, a baseball archaeologist on a hot streak digging up remembrances. 

 

"And the milk shakes.  You drank a lot of milk shakes," he said. 

 

"Is that what caused that guy?" I asked. 

 

Ted raised the side of his mouth at me. 

 

"Boy, down the totem pole you go," he said.  "Right out of the Top-10 on my list of friends.  Maybe 

never to return." 

 

"Bob Feller says you were the best," the smiling man said.  "I read it in the paper.  He says the days 

of the super hitters are over -- DiMaggio, Williams, Musial, Mays.  They don't make 'em like than no 

more." 
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Ted ignored the compliment. 

 

"Your dad's being awfully quiet," he said.  "Must ba a Mantle fan." 

 

"No.  Ruth and Gehrig," said the white-haired man softly. 

 

"Well, at least somebody around here has some class," Ted said, giving me a look. 

 

What did Ted think of George Brett, the smiling man asked. 

 

"Great.  I saw him 2 years ago and thought then that he had it all going for him.  Great physique, 

great strength.  And he's fearless at the plate.  You'd be surprised how many so-called great hitters have 

more than a little fear up there." 

 

"What makes Brett so good now?" 

 

"For one thing, he's not really sure what he's doing that's right.  But he isn't letting it bother him.  For 

another, he's hitting to all fields which is something I didn't do for a long time.  But it's still surprising to 

me that they haven't figured out how to pitch him.  They don't seem to attack any particular area, to try 

to get a pattern.  The low outside pitch was the toughest for me.  I got a lot of those." 

 

You think it's right all the money they're paying some of these guys now?" the smiling man asked. 

 

"A player should get whatever he can while he can," said Ted.  "For a long time, the pendulum went 

the other way and only a handful got anything.  The question I have is how a .280 hitter can justify his 

millions in the fans' eyes or -- worse -- to himself.  My last year, I asked for a pay cut because I hadn't 

done a damn thing the year before.  I couldn't justify the salary I was getting." 

 

"I can just see that happening today," said the smiling man. 

 

His father broke in to ask if Ted had ever wanted to manage the Red Sox. 

 

"Absolutely not.  Ab-so-lute-ly not," Ted emphasized. 

 

He said that managing was a pain in the butt.  He said that when he was managing the Senators, he 

used to call Joe McCarthy for counsel.  McCarthy had been his favorite manager. 

 

"I said 'Joe, when I played, I only had to worry about me.  This business of worrying about 25 

players is for the birds.  Joe, the difference is when we lose, my heart gets heavy and I eat a lot.'  He said 

'Ted, you're lucky.  I drank a lot.'" 

 

The father and the son laughed together. 

 

On the other hand, Ted said, he does find it "fun" to help the young Red Sox hitters.  But he had to 

admit that there didn't seem to be a wealth of talent advancing through the organization.  He said the 

way things were going, he thought the Red Sox would lose their best hitter -- centerfielder Fred Lynn 

(which they did) -- and maybe catcher Carlton Fisk (which they did).  And that meant with the trading of 

shortstop Rick Burleson, they'd be stripped clean down the middle.  Short of a total reorganization, he 

said, he didn't think the Red Sox would be challenging for the pennant anytime soon. 
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When the smiling man and his father left, I asked Ted if it was true that he'd tried to buy into the Red 

Sox in 1979.  He said no, but that over the years he "kind of thought I'd like to be involved" in one way 

or another.  Not in a position of total authority.  But not in a subservient one either.  He said that Mrs. 

Tom Yawkey had always encouraged him to come around.  (She had gotten him to escort her to her late 

husband's induction into the Hall of Fame.)  But he'd been reluctant because there were those he felt 

were less than eager for his presence.  Most especially Dick O'Connell, the general manager who was 

deposed in 1977.  With O'Connell gone, he said, the atmosphere was now more salubrious.  But what 

with his consulting work for Sears and the time he set aside for fishing, he didn't see much chance of 

becoming involved beyond the coaching he did in the Spring. 

 

After dinner -- during the preparation of which he gave Edna extensive advice -- Ted turned on the 

radio to pick up the Red Sox game and then settled on a sofa in front of the Franklin stove to write up 

his log.  Scrapbook size, the log is filled with daily episodes and details (water, weather, etc.) of his 

salmon catches.  On the first page he had written: "I start this book with 700-plus salmon and feel I know 

one hell of a lot of them and may be (there's no doubt in my mind about this) one of the greatest salmon 

anglers." 

 

There are notes about  

● the flies he has used ("I feel that this Conrad is absolutely the best" …") 

● the friends he has fished with ("xxxxxxxxxxx just arrived and without a doubt is the worst 

fisherman I know …") 

● about the fish he has released ("I hope she makes it to the spawning grounds ….") 

● and about the good fortune of his fellow man ("Guy across the river caught two.  He was 

either good or lucky.  Strongly suspect latter …") 

 

A Reggie Jackson home run dampened his interest in the game and he was about ready to repair to 

the basement to tie flies when a man and a boy in khaki clothes knocked on the door.  The man was a 

game warden named Percy Mountain and the boy was his son. 

 

By his own description, Percy is a former poacher and "hard drinker" who has "gone to the other 

side", giving up both pleasures simultaneously.  Roughly at the time when he came to the conclusion 

that his beloved salmon was going under. 

 

Percy said he was on night patrol hunting poachers in his motor-driven canoe.  He said that each 

year it got worse.  He said there were not 30 federal wardens carrying guns covering the 400 miles of the 

Miramichi system.  But it was a losing battle.  He said the wardens were still 5 years behind the 

poachers in technology.  They got walkie-talkies only after the poachers had them. 

 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

 

Unemployment was a big factor in the increase in poaching, Percy said.  He said the more people 

there were out of work, the more poaching there was.  He said one night he pulled up 19 nets, some of 

them stretching the width of the river.  "It's cops-and-robbers out there," he said.  Wardens had been shot 

and beaten with gas lanterns.  Sometimes by relatives.  One warden had lost an eye. 

 

"Emery Bastrache [a former conservation officer] was stoned in the head one night," Ted said.  "I 

put it in the log: 'I wonder when they're going to wake up and give these guys the authority they need.' " 

 

Percy said they were making progress.  That one poacher had beenfined $1,500 and had his truck 

and fishing gear confiscated.  But with salmon bringing $5-a-pound on the black market, "A good 

poacher can make enough in one night to pay the usual fine." 
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"You need some P-R," said Ted.  "Educate everybody -- the schools, the kids, everybody -- on how 

important this fish is to the province.  How poaching is going to ruin it for everybody." 

 

Percy said the poachers had beaten them to it.  One had gone right on TV saying he'd kill any 

warden who got in his way.  "He's on welfare too," he said.  "The government supports him." 

 

"How easy is it?" I asked.  "To poach, I mean." 

 

"I could do it blindfolded every night and never get caught," Percy said. 

 

There is not bridge at Swinging Bridge.  Only the remains of one -- an abutment that helps form a 

small island at the bottom end of one of Ted's pools and another abutment on the other bank of the 

Miramichi.  Once they supported the cables of a footbridge.  A heavy ice storm knocked it out in 1970 

and there has been no inclination to replace it.  The pool (14 miles upriver from the main camp) is 200 

yards long with a gravel bar that makes a kind of spinal column that the fish must pass over.  It's Ted's 

favorite.  Good enough to have accounted, he estimates, for half the salmon that he has caught on the 

Miramichi. 

 

We were joined there by a fellow member of the Miramichi Salmon Association.  A friend from 

Bathurst, New Brunswick named Alex Fakeshazy.  He is a bear-like man with a clement personality 

whose fishing outfit isn't complete without a 'Save The Atlantic Salmon' button. 

 

The weather had improved overnight and Ted was in high spirits.  He dhowed Fakeshazy a fly he 

had tied the night before.  It was a green-butted version of the Conrad with silver tinsel ribbing, bear 

hair, and green fluorescent floss. 

 

"Oh baby!  That one will catch fish," Fakeshzy said.  "With that one, it could happen." 

 

Ted grinned and deftly tied the fly to the leader.  "I should have been a surgeon," he said. 

 

The prevailing wind comes downriver at Swinging Bridge.  Ted cast high, letting the wind carry the 

payload. 

 

"See that?" he said.  "An easy 80-foot cast." 

 

I was on a nearby boulder sitting it out for a while.  He obliged me with a blow-by-blow. 

 

"My first act now -- when it's straight out like that -- is a slight move up with the rod just in case a 

salmon hits.  Just a slight 5- to 10-degree bend.  Now there.  See how the fly is swimming?  The water's 

faster now.  The slacker the water is, the more bend I put in the rod to encourage the lure to swim 

faster." 

 

He reeled in and cast again. 

 

"Yeah, we'll see fish today," he said to Fakeshazy.  "This is a good holding pool.  There'll be fish 

today." 

 

As if in response, stitches began to appear on the water in front of him.  Evidence of salmon rolling. 
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Ted worked downriver, casting.  I had turned toward the shore to get my gear when I looked back 

and saw him walking toward the bank, his line taut. 

 

"Geez," he said.  "I got bottom." 

 

The fist that he'd hooked made a spectacular somersault 

cross-river.  Ted grinned. 

 

He never wasted a motion.  When the fish jumped, he 

instinctively leaned to it.  When it ran, he waited for the 

moment it tired, then deftly turned it.  When he had it flopping 

in the shallows, Roy put the net under it and hauled it out.  A 

15-ound hookbill!  This one, Ted said, they'd have to take home 

for the pot. 

 

"What do you think of Ted Williams?" Ted said as Roy 

lifted the catch from the net and held it up by the tail. 

 

Roy finished the kill and laid it under a blanket of river 

grass for safekeeping.  Ted curled his finger and thumb and 

pressed them against his lips and sent a chorus of the Marine Hymn keening downriver. 
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