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fisher kin

Man and bird combine to fish the
otherworldly waters of the Li Jiang River

By Lowell Bennett
Translation by Amanda Hsieh

For centuries, local fishermen and their cormorant partners have
plied the still, otherworldly waters of the Li Jiang between what
today is the city of Guilin and the age-old town of Yangshuo, roughly
80 kilometres downriver. Typically, the fishing team consists of
three partners — a man and two cormorants. The birds spend most
of their time perched upon their private posts at the bow and at the
stern, respectively. The human stands midpoint, propelling the raft
with a pole.

When fish are sensed or sighted, the avian associate takes over.
Instantly forming her body into sleek diving form, the cormorant
springs from the perch and in a flash is over the side into the water,
shooting dart-like through the currents.

Minutes later she surfaces and leaps from the water to reassume her
perch aboard the bamboo raft. While submerged, the bird may have
snacked on one or two smaller fish, but it’s the larger fish still bulging
in her throat that will be on the human’s dinner table this evening.

The partnership may seem one-sided. The avian member bears the
brunt of the labours, her foot tethered, slicing the currents, sensing
and capturing her prey, returning to the raft — only to be prohibited
from swallowing the larger fish by the straw ring wrapped around the
base of her long neck. Unless a particularly enthusiastic team player,
the bird may be upended to disgorge the catch — a painless, if perhaps >

£ 068 |

25

R (R CRAY Ak FEUNER (- M A V6 703
WL B I AT

A VI A bR B 1 B0 A LR IR K b > B HEATDASKE » i A BRAB{M i T
TEAKPEBE R R » BERIFATAE » IRTUK TS - TR LM TR E > 244
3 ~HWHRAWEBES - ZHYR - BUHMMBEES > ESWER
REE > BULRAZ ENEE -

W AT AR A R — AU R OL R ] BT SRR
HIAT o G RKRA it > AIBEEH T TAE » BRI S 0 a3 Bk
FRE > — Rz NE CLAR R AOKAR o MR BTR — BRSO ATT > WK A
o BAr AL > FUBIR KT BRI A AL > R SUR MBI > ERS 1
AR LIRS ERAE - R EAKERR/MT

R S A
B > AT AR BUREARAF  H R R B - B
FERAUE » AEEA TRRCENIS > W LERBEMT - IUXAR/AR
e ol FIEE L - U & 7R SR R ot o IRE e R R A
BRER > BOREAERIE 22 B B A > TR R A I AR B e o (R S
TAEAS B Sk B R > HTRE B R ORI (R A > kil R
K BERARERIEE » AR UL R » RTE T -

AR > UEMEERAERAEETZmEs o AL TR0 H R
T MARREEAN T LB FREREART » HERREA SR
FEKTH P sk S AT 8E > SR BT A B BERE > DR B B A AR
T o A AR S AR T

BABEERL > SUBGRA IR MR > AUE T AR R BT T
TR+ SEBUCHUBE IR S o B RAT A fE - MBVSHITE I
TAESRE 7 AR SIHE © >

IN ASIA
TR AR




IN ASIA
LHEIP S S

2
=
<

undignified process. But the cormorants seem to go
with the flow. Some have decidedly come to terms
with the deal, no longer requiring the restrictive throat
ring. And others will unhesitatingly issue a command
to their human; for instance, when returning to the
surface with a fish too heavy to carry aboard the raft, a
bird may call out to the man to bring a net.

A fair few others, it has been reported, have been
known to hold their human partner to assumed
contractual obligations. For instance, as prescribed
by tradition, many fishermen still allow their birds
to consume the eighth fish caught. Particularly
professional cormorants tend to consider this a
binding provision.

Writing for the Biological Journal of the Linnean
Society, Pamela Egremont recounts that birds having
caught and turned over seven consecutive fish to their
human will then “stubbornly refuse to move again
until their neck ring is loosened. They ignore an order
to dive and even resist a rough push or a knock, sitting
glum and motionless on their perches.” Only after the
ring is removed so that the next fish may be consumed
whole does the bird leap overboard, Egremont
explains. “One is forced to conclude that these highly
intelligent birds can count up to seven.”

At the helm of one such present-day partnership is
42-year-old Liu Gang, a native of Xing Ping, a small
ancient town along the banks of the Li Jiang. He
describes his inherited profession with a touch of
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wistfulness. “I've worked on this river since I was a
small boy,” he says. “My father and grandfather were
both fishermen, and my father taught me how to work
with the birds and the best places on the river to fish.
It’s not an easy life, and the river is not as deep as it
was, but I'm happy.”

If the river is sustained, and Liu and his cormorants
maintain their association, he, his wife and teenage
son will never lack for fish. A single strong bird can
sustain a small family and excess fish are sold at
market. “I can make enough money doing this, and
my son will often help me. Together, with four birds
and two rafts, we make more.” But, he adds: “My son
will not become a fisherman like me. I want him to
finish his studies, go to university and get a good
office job in Guilin.”

In centuries past, to draw fish closer, fishermen
would extend torches over the water at night. Today
they use propane lanterns, but the practical and
visual effects are almost the same. And if garbed
in traditional manner, with a protective shoulder
shroud jutting out at a sharp angle and wide hat, the
man takes on a bird-like appearance in his assumed
plumage. The cormorants, too, have their adapted and
very functional workwear. Unlike most water foul,
the feathers of the cormorant are not waterproof and
don’t hold air while diving. This enables the birds to
shoot more quickly to the bottom of the river, where
the big fish linger. >
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Dressed in traditional manner, the
fishermen take on a bird-like appearance
(above and far left)
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In return for their good work, most birds are cared for and treated
with a measure of respect. Besides fish, they are treated to other bits
of cooked and raw land meats. Some become, in essence, family
members, with names bestowed in accordance with their particular
characteristics and attributes.

Cormorants can live as long as 20 to 25 years. The senior work
birds, slowing down and deemed to have fulfilled their contract, are
permitted to retire. Their neck rings are removed a final time and
thereafter they may ride on the raft and fish for themselves.

The stretch of the Li south of Guilin has changed much since
Liu’s father fished these waters. China’s economic development has
brought tour groups, cruise boats and environmental risk, but Liu
has no plans to retire anytime soon. “I like my life as a fisherman. It’s
hard work and I don’t make much money, but I'm a lot freer than
most people. The river is still very beautiful and I like being here
every day.” He pauses, then adds: “Of course, I wish things were
more like they were when my father was fishing ... 'm not sure how
much longer there’ll be people like me on these waters. If the river is
protected, maybe a long time.” I
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