Fisherman, Friend and Mentor: A Father’s Powerful Influence

  “When you are sorrowful, look again in your heart and you shall see that in truth you are weeping for that which has been your delight.”
   Kahlil Gibran

  This past fall was the first time in 18 years that I didn’t get out and chase elk with my bow. Instead I was back East, saying goodbye to my father. In early September doctors removed his kidney after discovering cancer. But it was too late; the cancer had already spread. He died October 29. He was 78.  

  My father had a remarkable and fulfilling life: A childhood camping, fishing and swimming along the beaches and salt marshes along the Connecticut coast; a decorated WWII Marine who fought and survived the horrendous battles of Saipan, Tinian and Iwo Jima; a devoted husband of 52 years, longtime Scoutleader, father of five and grandfather to seven. But back home, in Connecticut, he was known by most as a fisherman. And a damn good one.  

  A past president of the Westport, Connecticut, Striped Bass Club, my father was a passionate angler and conservationist, helping play a role in the protection and recovery of striped bass populations along the East Coast. Having fished Long Island Sound since childhood, he gained an intimate knowledge of the shoals, reefs, islands and shores of the area, and cherished his time spent on the waters in his boat fishing for stripers and bluefish. 

  He treasured his many outdoor adventures with his children and grandchildren, and often talked of his adventures to Alaska; camping and fishing in Montana and Idaho, and canoeing through the Boundary Waters wilderness of northern Minnesota. But I will  always remember my early adventures with him, out in Long Island Sound and among the rivers and forests of northern Connecticut—trips that created strong, loving bonds between my father and I, and had a powerful and lasting influence on me. It is my father, through fishing, who instilled in me my love and respect for wildlife and wild places that has shaped my life and my career. 

  One day, when he was dying, my father told me how proud he was of the work I do here in Montana, and how when he was young he dreamed of moving West and working in conservation. I assured him that, because of his tremendous influence on me, he was indeed greatly responsible for much of my work in Montana. He smiled, and thanked me for saying it. 

  His children aren’t the only ones he influenced. Known for his honesty, integrity and commitment to the causes he believed in, my father had a strong and positive impact on hundreds of young men during his 21 years as a Scoutmaster. After he died, my family heard from numerous former Scouts, from throughout the country, who said that, aside from their own parents, my father was the most influential and important person in their lives. Many of them now work or volunteer for conservation organizations. 

  Although he never accumulated much material wealth, my father kept his priorities straight, and was tremendously successful when measured by Ralph Waldo Emmerson’s definition of success: 

  “To laugh often and much, to win the respect of intelligent people and the affection of children, to earn the appreciation of honest critics and endure the betrayal of false friends, to appreciate beauty, to find the best in others, to leave the world a bit better, whether by a healthy child, a garden patch, or a redeemed social condition; to know even one life has breathed easier because you have lived. This is to have succeeded!”

  On a cold, wet and windy day—the sort of day my father loved—my brothers and I took a final trip with our Dad in his 16-foot Boston Whaler, braving six foot waves to fulfill his final wishes and scatter his ashes among the waters he loved to fish. My mother, sister and all the grandkids watched from a larger, safer Police boat nearby. Here, where my father and I spent countless days and nights—the waters that nourished my conservation roots—we spread my Dad’s remains. A few days later, atop my father’s dresser, my mother found this quote, which my Dad had apparently clipped and saved from a magazine: 

  Ten pounders, twenty pounders, forty pounders, what difference did it make? The roar of the Old Ocean, the cries of the gulls, the clean smell of seaweed and the surging rush of a striper on light tackle; those were the things that counted...Those are the things that linger when the season’s over and the fish have departed. Those are the things one sees in the dying embers of a fire as a blizzard whines by the frosty window of your room. Those are the memories one carries to the grave.”      Van Campen Heilner
                 

  A plaque in his memory now graces the marina where my father kept his boat. It reads, in part: His Spirit Lives Forever in These Waters He so Loved. Yes, and his spirit also lives on in all the people he influenced throughout his life. 

  I can only hope to have the same influence on my son, Cory, that my father had on me; to teach him to hunt and fish, ethically and responsibly, with respect for fish, wildlife and their habitat—and through these pursuits, instill in him a conservation ethic that inspires him to fight for the protection of wildlife and wild places. 

  That is the very essence of our hunting, angling and conservation heritage. If our efforts are to continue in the future, it is essential that we embrace, teach and influence upcoming generations of conservationists. My father certainly did his part.

