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SMOKED FISH: A Christmas Story
by Suzanne Andersen

My father was a fisherman, and he died at the
only possible time: in winter. Summer was out
of the question, because that was when he
wanted to be fishing. It couldn't have beenin
fdl, asthat would have interfered with hunting.
And it couldn't have been before Christmas;
who would have kippered the fish for friends
and family? He died in that short period of
downtime when the main activity iswaiting for
spring. He was 80, but he had had his sghts st
on 150. "Y ou can dways lower your sghts™" he
sad.

Herased hisfamily on Lisanski Inlet, afjord
dicing into Chichagof Idand in Southeest
Alaska. In the spring, when the snow began to
melt and the sun began to prolong its visits, we
would emerge from hibernation dong with the
bears. Boats would be painted, gear would be
fixed, and the fishermen would scrutinize the

wesgther, waiting to go to sea. It was excitement,

adventure, peril. More than anything it was a
chdlenge to outwit the king sdlmon. Daddy
made it seem like sport on agrand scde. | was
twelve before | realized the object was to make

money.

In hislast summer | went fishing with him, and
he landed a 45-pound king sailmon. Not a
record- bresker by any means, but pretty
repectable for alast summer fishing. The
hydraulic gurdy hauled in the stedl line and

brought the leader to the surface, where he
could see how taut it was. "Wdl, well," he said,
trying to repress his excitement.

"Lookslike thisones afish."

Of course he had known when it struck that it
was aking sdlmon. Kings dtrike differently than
coho saimon, which are smdler and come up
practicaly sputtering in ther indignation a

being caught. King salmon fight with
composure, convinced to the end thet their guile
and magnificence will save them. It didn't save
that one.

For mogt of my life | thought that landing aking
salmon was easy. That's because Daddy amost
never got it wrong, and he thought it was
beyond a girl's ability, so | was never dlowed to
doit. Asacondition of going fishing with him

in hislast summer, | ingsted on landing some
king salmon, and discovered that there are
countless ways to drop afish off aline. Once
you have the fish at the surface, you must keep
tensgon on the leader - otherwise the fish will

run and breek it. When you get thefish closeto
the boat you must hold the leader in one hand,
pick up afive-foot gaff hook, lean over the Sde
of the boat, and hit it on the head in an areathe
sze of aquarter. If you try to pull it in with the
gaffhook without sunning it, it will twist the
gaffhook out of your hand, and throw itsalf back



inthe sea. If you hit it in the wrong place, it will
go crazy, thrashing around like an oversized
coho, and rip out the hook. The difficulties are
exacerbated by the fact that you are bobbing
around in aboat. On thewholeit islike placing
agolf bal on the floor and trying to hit it one-
handed with a golf club while bouncing up and
down on awater bed. Meanwhile the golf bdl is
trying to svim away.

After my father had gracefully brought severa
king sdmon on board, he redized he was going
to have to make good his promise. "OK," he
sad, "You can land the next one."

Soon aking sdmon struck, and he ignored it,
assuming that my inexperienced eye had missed
it.

Crafty, | thought. HE's going to drag it on the
hook and let it drown so | can pull it in dead.

Sure enough, after about fifteen minutes he said
with feigned excitement, "I think theré's one on

the starboard bow line. Why donit you check it."

"Greet," | said, dso with feigned excitement. |
went back to the gear area, so nervous that |
forgot where to turn on the hydraulic switch to
pull the gear. Daddy was even more nervous,
and stayed in the pilot house where he couldn't
watch me. It'sagood thing, because | dropped
the fish off the line. Fortunately he couldn't say,
"You logt adead fish off theline?'

However later | landed a 35-pound live one: my
husband took a photograph to proveit. | hope
my father was proud of me, but mosily he was
amazed.

Growing up on Lisanski Inlet, my brother and |
thought the four basic food groups were king
sdmon, venison, crab and herring. The main
food group was king sdlmon. Its congtituents
were |ox, kippered salmon, pickled salmon, and
sdmon steaks. Kippered salmon was Daddy's
gpecidty, and dl the young guys cameto him
for advice on how to makeit. Of course there

are hazards in an activity that involves building
afirein asmal wooden Structure. His advice
invariably began, "Firg you have to burn down
asmokehouse...."

| grew up and went away to college, and the
king sdmon, with its remarkable homing
ingtincts, followed me. It was the turbulent
gxties and like dl young sudentsin dl times
and dl places, my friends and | checked our
mailboxes regularly for reminders of home.
Most kids got |etters, many got checks, afew
got cookies; | got kippered saimon.

The seventies found me roving around the
United States, with the king sdmon in close
pursuit. One Christmas, in lowa, a shipment of
lox arrived from Alaska. Aswe aeit, |
explained to my friends that asde of sdmon
was more or less as big as a side of beef. | was
lying, of course, but peoplein lowa are too

polite to say so.

The end of the seventies found me in Berkeley,
which hed anew set of chdlengesfor the
migrating salmon. It was warm in the Post
Office, and the sdmon was likely to mold
before they delivered it. | took the view that
moldy king salmon was better than no king
sdmon, but Daddy started to mall it insured so
the Post Office would treat it with proper
respect. A box of kippered salmon arrived on
the day | took my Ph.D. ords.

When | went to Harvard as an Assistant
Professor, Daddy was sympathetic. ™Y ou mean
you can't get ajob in Alaska?' he asked. To help
with the deprivations, he upped the frequency of
delivery, and | became aregular at the Mt.
Auburn Street Post Office. After seminars, my
colleagues would go out for drinks or dinner.
"Can't come," | would say. "Have to get to the
Post Office before five."

The sdlmon's migration perssted into the late
eighties, when | moved back to Berkdey. It
adways arrived at Chrismas, often when friends
were coming over to decorate the tree. The



friends who shared it were the urban variety that
populate academic communities: Most grew up
in New Y ork or Philadelphia or Berkeley or
London, and if they knew that fish spawned a
al, thought they spawned in ddicatessens. "Y ou
mean he caught 1t?" they would say. Where did
they think sdmon come from?

Along with the shipments of salmon, my father
sometimes enclosed aletter telling me who had
gone fishing with him, and how big the fish

was. He would congpicuoudy omit mention of
where he had caught it or on what lure. | would
phone him up to ask.

"Oh, | can't tell you that," hewould say
reproachfully. Thiswas a spoof on the complex
etiquette of the fishing community, where
information is jealoudy guarded. Usudly |
would hold up my end by pressng him for
detals. Findly he would say, "Wdll, herés what
you do to catch aking saimon. Firg, you find
some sdmon tracks. Then you follow thetrall.”
Right.

Daddy's accumulating medical problems made it
difficult for him to fish in hislagt winter, and he
fretted for weeks before Christmas because he
did not have a fresh king sdlmon to kipper.
Finaly he kippered afrozen sdlmon that he had
caught the previous summer. Our shipment
came with fulsome gpologies for the fact thet
the sdlmon had been frozen, but we and our
friends thought it was wonderful. Later in the
winter he lay in a Seettle hospital, unconscious
of hisown misery. My brother arrived from
Alaskawith abox full of venison and lox. | had
never needed comfort food more. He died that
winter, and my brother took his ashesto sea.

We don't have kippered salmon at Christmas
anymore, or even lox. | went to the ddlicatessen
last year on December 24, and found it full of
samon, beautifully executed and reasonably
priced. | dithered at the counter for at least half
an hour, trying to make achoice, and trying the
patience of the clerk who was helping me.
Where does it come from? Alaska? Oregon?Is

it wild fish or farm fish? Where was it smoked?
Wasit smoked over dder?

Inthe end | didn't buy any. They didn't have the
right kind.
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