HARPOONING DEVILFISH
BY THEODORE ROOSEVELT
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o | the end of July, 1908, Mr.
W=4 Russell Jordan Coles, by
H vocation a tobacco-dealer
of Danville, Virginia, and
by avocation a sportsman
and field naturalist—es-
pecially an ichthyologist—was at Cape
Lookout, North Carolina. A heavy gale
blew up and several vessels were partly
wrecked. The life-saving crew of the Cape
Lookout Station, although hampered by
an antiquated and outworn equipment,
did everything possible to save them.
However, despite their gallantry and ef-
forts, one of the vessels—the John Swann
—would have been abandoned and have
become a wreck had not Coles been in the
harbor. He was aboard his hired boat,
and he called for volunteers and put out
to the rescue. The captain and owner of
the boat, Charles Willis, and five other
men accompanied him. They were able
to rescue the vessel after a very exhaust-
ing and dangerous struggle.

Coles was much impressed by the poor-
ness of the equipment of the life-saving
station and the neglect with which it
had been treated by the government—
unfortunately the life-saving service, of
which there is nothing an American
should feel more proud, has little political
influence and is sometimes shamefully
overlooked. Coles found that the sena-
tors and congressmen of the neighbor-
hood had been either indifferent to, or
unable to help in, the matter. He an-
nounced that he would write to the Presi-
dent direct. Everybody assured him that
his letter would receive no attention; but,
having been accustomed to dealing with
the dangerous game of the sea, he was not
much afraid of politicians on land, and he
wrote direct to the President forthwith.
Within less than a week he received a
communication from the President that
he had taken up the matter. In the same
mail came a communication from the gen-
eral superintendent of the life-saving ser-

vice stating that he had been directed to
see that the shortcomings were at once
made good. Within sixty days the short-
comings were made good; and the de-
voted, uncomplaining, stalwart men of
the life-saving station, who so willingly
risked their lives in the performance of
their duty, were, thanks to Coles, given
the equipment necessary to put their ef-
forts on the highest plane of efficiency.

I was the President in question. The
incident passed wholly from my mind.
Early in the fall of 1916 I came across
Coles’s account of his extraordinary ex-
periences in securing with harpoon and
lance the big manta, or devilfish, of the
Gulf and South Atlantic, for the American
Museum. Killing devilfish with the har-
poon and the lance had always appealed
to me as a fascinating sport, since as a boy
I had read Elliott’s account of it in his
“Field Sports of South Carolina”; but
nothing I had ever read approached in ex-
citement and scientific interest Coles’s
really noteworthy article. He was evi-
dently a man who, in addition to being a
successful hunter of the big game of the
sea, was also engrossed in their study from
the standpoint of the biologist. Ientered
into correspondence with him. He re-
membered the life-saving incident which I
had forgotten. The result was an invita-
tion to me to come down the following
spring for a month’s work with the har-
poon and the lance off the coast of south-
western Florida.

At the last moment the German sub-
marine campaign stirred our dulled na-
tional conscience to the point of rendering
necessary a special session of Congress on
April 2. T was not willing to be absent
when Congress assembled, and as this
would cut down the trip to a week I noti-
fied Coles that it was not worth while go-
ing. But Coles telegraphed in response
that his arrangements were such that he
was confident that we could make our trip
successful in a week. Later he told me



that if I would come as agreed—leaving
New York on March 23—by “thirty-five
minutes of nine” (as he phrased it) on
Monday the 26th I would have killed
my devilfish. I did not believe that
his optimism could be warranted. But it
was warranted; being based on a first-
hand field familiarity with the habits of
the big game of the sea which we were
after, and by his justified belief in the
thoroughgoing nature of the preparations
that he had made, and in the efficiency of
the trained men upon whom he relied and
whom he had brought together for the ex-
pedition. It is really an extraordinary
thing; but exactly six minutes before the
precise minute he had prophesied I struck
the death-blow with the spade-lance into
my first devilfish, after having harpooned
it eleven minutes before. Fifty minutes
later I struck, and killed in twenty-six
minutes, a larger devilfish—indeed a
devilfish of a size which two years before
scientists believed to be non-existent,
and second only to the largest of which
we have authenic record—that killed by
Coles two years previously and now in
the American Museum of Natural His-
tory, New York.

We reached Punta Gorda, Florida, at
midday of March 25, 1917. That after-
noon we boarded one of the Punta Gorda
Fish Company’s small steamboats and
went down through bays and sounds to
where, off the eastern side of Captiva Isl-
and, we found our camp. It was afloat,
consisting of a one-room house aboard a
flat scow. The boat was about fifty feet
by twenty, the house occupying all except
a small space at the stern and another
small space at the bow. We bunked,
cooked, and lived comfortably in the one
room. Qur party consisted of seven, all
told: Coles, myself, Coles’s private secre-
tary A. A. Rice from Danville, and the
four veteran companions of his previous
expeditions who were to help us in actual
chase of the devilfish.

These four men, who composed the ac-
tual crew, were Americans of a kind that
we like to regard as typical—the type wel-
come to the soul that has become heart-
sick over the moral degeneracy implied
in the decadent sentimentality of profes-
sional pacifism and the revolting and
sordid grossness of its ally materialism.

All four were professional fishermen,
averaging fifty years of age. They were
alert, weather-beaten men who all their
lives long had wrought their livelihood
by hard and hazardous labor on the sea.
They were quiet, hard-working, self-re-
liant, utterly fearless. They had been
trained by Coles until they were as letter-
perfect in harpooning devilfish as in work-
ing their light craft in a gale. Three came
from North Carolina, being natives of
Morehead City. Of these, tall Captain
Charley Willis had been Coles’s boat com-
panion for twelve years, was equally at
home with sails and a gasolene-engine,
and was a natural leader of men. He was
a skilled two-handed harpooner. Little
Roland Phillips had worked in Charley's
crew for nearly thirty years as second in
command. He was as hard as iron and
as quick as a cat, a skilled two-handed
harpooner and an extraordinary lookout.
Nothing on the surface of the sea escaped
his eyes. He interpreted with instant
sureness every swirl or stain on the water
and every dim shadow beneath it. Tall,
silent Mart Lewis had served under
Charley for some fifteen years; he was
fisherman, engineer, cook—a first-class
all-around man.

Mart had orginally been trained in sea-
manship under the fourth member of our
crew, Captain Jack McCann, who was
born on the south Florida keys. He was
a little man, quiet-mannered and steel-
eyed, whose reputation was that of being
gentle with all well-behaved people and
dangerous to all others. For over thirty
years he has fished along the Gulf and
South Atlantic coasts, usually beginning
the season with a crew of raw men and
boys whom at the end of the season he
has turned into finished fishermen.
There are hundreds of high-class native
fishermen scattered along a thousand
miles of coast-line who owe their original
training to Captain Jack. At least half
of the men whom Coles has had in his
crews at Morehead City during the last
twenty years were trained by Captain
Jack. In addition to being a veteran pro-
fessional fisherman he possessed an ex-
cellent working knowledge of the botany
and conchology of south Florida, always
mentioning the different plants and shell-
fish by their scientific names. Fish he



looked upon as a purely commercial prop-
osition, but he was a keen and accurate
observer, and was able to give information
of value about the life histories of the
creatures of the deep.

It would not have been possible to find
four better men for their work, nor four

The Devilfishers (:

We had a half-dozen harpoons with us.
(By the way, “harpoon” is a term not
used by those who use the weapon itself
—it is called the “iron.”) The harpoon
consists of a wooden handle about eight
feet long, the head being of the finest steel,
with a long shank of very soft malleable
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better companions, from every stand-
point, for an outing of this character.

The morning after we arrived the cook
was stirring at dawn. Soon after sunrise
we started in the heavy launch for the
devilfish ground. Roland stood forward
as lookout, Captain Jack steered, Charley
was working on the harpoons, Mart ran
the engine, while Coles and I had nothing
to do until we sighted the devilfish. We
were all dressed alike, for rough work in
warm weather—thin, durable blue shirts
and trousers, and broad-brimmed cab-
bage-palm hats.

: Colonel Roosevelt, Russell J. Coles.

iron. The head, or “shackle-iron,” is fast-
ened to the end of the iron shank by a fine
steel pin on which it pivots freely; being
kept in place during the thrust by a
wooden pin the size of a match thrust
through a small hole, and fastening the
rear of the steel head to the iron shank.
When thrust into as huge and tough a
creature as the devilfish the harpoon,
if properly hurled, drives deep into the
body; the plunge of the stricken monster
puts such a strain on the barbed head as
to break the wooden pin; and the whole
head, which is eight inches long, pivots



Qur floating camp.

until it is transverse to the shank, when,
of course, it will endure a tremendous
strain before drawing out. The rush of
the fish bends the tough, malleable iron
shank, which is loosely fixed to the handle
by a rope. The handle usually comes
loose during the fight and as a matter of
fact is often smashed. The rope may be
run through a groove (or with a thorough-
ly trained crew through the bow-ring), or
it may have at its end a drogue, which is
tossed overboard. This drogue consists
of a thick, square board, with a stick
through the middle, to one end of which
the rope is attached, so that the flat board
offers the maximum resistance to the
water. Dragged at the end of a thirty or
forty foot rope the drogue so hampers and
retards the quarry that after a while it
can be picked up. For the killing a lance
is the weapon. Of lances we had in the
launch three, one of which was an ordi-
nary whale-lance, which we did not use,
and the others spade-lances made for
Coles, on his design, by a New Bedford
whaling-smith, who also made his irons
for him.

Excepting myself every man aboard
the boat was a veteran, knowing exactly
what to do and how to do it, never getting
flustered and meeting every emergency
with cool readiness. To men of experni-

ence it is hardly necessary to say that in
this type of expedition there is almost as
much need of efficient preparedness in ad-
vance as there is in war itself. There is,
of course, a big element of luck; but this
element is minimized if the organizer of
the expedition knows by long field study
the habits of the dangerous game of the
sea, if he has organized and trained a
group of hardy, fearless, and resourceful
men for the actual work of the chase and
the fight, and if he has provided in ad-
vance for those details—in weapons and
in management—which it is so easy to
overlook.

Our floating camp was moored on the
eastern side of long, narrow Captiva Isl-
and, directly west of which lies the Mex-
ican Gulf. There is only a little tide here
—about eighteen inches or so—but this
is quite enough in the shoal waters of the
bays to make a real difference in ease
of navigation. Our motor-boat chugged
southward through a narrow, winding
passage between bright-green banks. Pal-
mettos, and graceful cocoanut-palms with
fronds which waved ceaselessly, broke the
thick growth of the mangroves which
came down into the water. The number
and tameness of the big birds showed
what protection has done for the bird life
of Florida of recent years. The plumed



lesser blue herons, and more rarely the
great blue heron and the lovely plumed
white egret, perched in the trees or flapped
across ahead of the boat. Shore birds
ran along the beaches. Parties of big
terns bleated and creaked as they flew
overhead. Once or twice we saw parties
of small gulls with black bills. But
much the most noticeable birds were
the pelicans. They swam in midstream,
they stood in flocks on the sand-bars, and
they perched on the dead snags. They
seemed to be abroad at all hours of the
day and night. Parties of them flew by
with their necks folded back like herons,
not stretched out like cranes; they would
all beat their wings regularly for sev-
eral seconds and then for several seconds
glide with their wings motionless. They
showed little fear and often swam by the
boat within easy gunshot; and their size
and quaint ungainliness and distinctive
individuality made them features of real
attraction in the landscape.

Oysters grew in clusters on the rope-
like branch-roots of the mangrove—
these queer, water-loving trees send down
pendent streamers from the branches
which touch the water and then take root
in the mud beneath. The mangroves are
peculiar in more than one way; for, un-

like most water-loving trees, their wood is
hard and dense and not only makes ex-
cellent fuel but can be left under water
for long periods without impairing its use-
fulness for the fire.

Here and there we passed houses where
the forest had been cleared, and the saw-
palm—the sabal palm—grubbed out of
the soil, and plantations of oranges and
grapefruit grown. When we walked
through them the air was heavy with the
fragrance of their blossoms. Inter-
spersed among them were other fruits
even more typically tropical—the sapo-
dilla, the pawpaw, limes, and rough lem-
ons. One house was picturesque. It stood
at the water’s edge behind a great Flor-
ida fig-tree, while to one side stretched a
row of the beautiful ever-fruitful cocoa-
nut-palms, the palms that bear all the
year round.

Through these scenes, delightful in
their strangeness and in their beauty, the
boat went forward until we struck the
main channel, Boca Ciego, the “hidden
mouth.” It is thus called because where
it enters the Gulf the opening can hardly
be made out from a distance of half a
mile; for the sandy southern point of
Captiva Island overlaps the end of its
eastern neighbor Sanibel Island. Locally
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Ready for the start.



this is known as Blind Pass; the name
Boca Ciego is a survival from the days of
the pirates of the Spanish Main.

Out from Blind Pass went the launch,
jumping in the short rollers on the bar
and then turning northward into the
wind-rippled Mexican Gulf. The breeze
was light, the sky was glorious overhead,
and as the sun rose higher the white ra-
diance was blinding. The tepid waters
teemed with life. The dark shadowlike
places on the surface marked where
schools of fish swam underneath; and to
the trained eyes of the professional fisher-
men in our boat differences that were to
me utterly indistinguishable, differences
that I could not see even when pointed
out, enabled them to tell the species of the
fish beneath. Pompano, the most deli-
cious of all food fishes, skipped like silver
flashes through the air. Here and there
porpoises rolled by.

Suddenly Roland, standing on the bow,
pointed ahead, and immediately after-
ward the rest of us also saw the devilfish.
It was half a mile off, swimming rather
slowly through the water, so near the sur-
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face that now and then its glistening
black mass appeared for a moment above.
The huge batlike wings flapped steadily;
occasionally the point of one was thrust
into the air. Roland slipped back and I
clambered up in his place, while Coles
stood beside me, each of us with a har-
poon. I was to throw the harpoon to
which the drogue was attached, he the
harpoon to which the rope led out through
the bow-ring. We stood on the balls of
our feet with our knees flexed, taking the
movement of the boat. The harpoon was
poised in my right hand, which also held
a single loop of the rope. Before making
the cast I glanced down to see that the
rope was not entangled in my feet and
would run overboard freely. I steadied
myself by gripping the painter, so that I
could exert all my strength when I used
the harpoon; for I threw with one hand,
although the ordinary practice, and
doubtless ordinarily the best practice, is
to hurl with both hands.

However, this particular devilfish was
not destined to be mine. He was travel-
ling rather fast, about four feet under
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Harpoon, drogue, and spade-lance.






