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PREFACE

JUST THINK OF the advantages of having a pond of your very own providing so much tranquility and fishing pleasure. On holidays you don’t need to drive 50 or 100 miles and then compete with others at an overcrowded lake. You can just saunter down to your own favorite spot. Catch enough fish for a family lunch, dress them out, prepare them for the table, and have a feast of fresh fish that a king would envy. Forgive me for waxing eloquent. I am just so full of enthusiasm that I get carried away. I can’t help myself! Building a pond, watching it fill, and dreaming of the day you will be fishing in it — this is an exciting adventure.

This is an idea book, a sort of “wake up and see the possibilities of all these things that you might like to see, or do, or profit by.” Because regulations and conditions vary all over the country, it is essential that you contact your local and state authorities for guidance before building your own pond. Your local and state laws and soil and water conditions may be very different from ours in Oklahoma.

When our land was young and untouched, there was so much abundance to be had simply for the taking. Unlike now, there were few laws to protect certain species and the environment as a whole. And so sometimes we are apt to think, “There’s nothing left for me.” But there is! It’s just that now things are a little more complicated. You have to know the rules and obey the laws — necessary because certain species would vanish from the earth if they were not protected.

There is still an abundance of fish, streams and manmade lakes are regularly stocked, and the fishing environment is wonderful. All you need are your license and a copy of the rules giving limits on each species and you are on your way. You can still catch fish just as people did a hundred or so years ago and have all the fun of reeling them in just as they did.

If you are fortunate enough to have a private pond you can raise the fish of your choice and catch them for a feast whenever you want to. You have stocked your pond with fish, fed them, cared for them, and they are as much yours as a flock of chickens! Only common sense rules apply. This is also true of the bullfrogs, turtles, crayfish, and snails that may arrive spontaneously.

Life is full of other pleasures and possibilities as well. Pearl-bearing mussels still exist in the waters of the Mississippi and in unpolluted lakes and streams. You just have to search a little harder to find them. Gemstones and semiprecious stones are still to be found, free as in Rockhound State Park in New Mexico, or hunted for a small fee, as are diamonds in Arkansas. Don’t forget about fossil hunting, when you’re excavating for your pond or if you vacation in a likely spot.

Enjoy barbecued or smoked fish in the Southwest, a clambake in New England, or fresh pan-fried rainbow trout in the North. Catch grunion with your hands on a Southern California beach and cook them right there for some of the most delicious eating you have ever enjoyed. Kids under sixteen can catch them free; adults need a state license.

All through most of my eighty-eight years I have enjoyed all these wonderful things, and my wish for you is that you may also live a long and happy life and enjoy them as well.
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PART ONE
Creating a Pond
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Chapter 1

BUILDING OUR DREAM POND

OUR LOVE AFFAIR with pond building began when we fell into our first pond — literally! And, at the time, it was completely dry!

I had accompanied my son, Eugene, and his family to church on a Sunday morning. We had planned to look over a small acreage afterward that he was considering for purchase as a possible building site for a new and larger home. The area had not been mowed, and was covered with beautiful wildflowers indigenous to southern Oklahoma — violet-blue lupines, Indian paintbrush, spring beauties, white daisies, and purple coneflowers. There was also a nice variety of native pecan, red cedar, and several species of large native oak.

Birds were singing, butterflies were flitting about, and I guess we were just carried away by all that natural beauty, along with the invigorating freshness of the springtime air and the perfect clarity of the blue, cloudless sky. We were so excited we just didn’t watch where we were going. And johnsongrass and wild sunflowers, which obscured the ravine, grow very tall in southern Oklahoma.
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The snowy egret enjoys our pond almost as much as we do.

Suddenly we found ourselves tumbling down a gentle incline. Our fall was broken by clumps of grass. Luckily none of us was injured. Laughing, we picked ourselves up and found that we were in a deep area that had been obscured by the tall grasses. We were already in love with the beautiful acreage but now realized there was a serious problem. Filling in that big, deep ravine would be very expensive.

My son was not completely depressed, however, and decided to talk to the property owner the following day, using our discovery for leverage to see if the price might be lowered. He found upon inquiry that the location could indeed be had for an attractive price, as it had been passed over many times by prospective purchasers for the same reason that we found troubling.

He bought the lot. Thereafter, he wore such a smug expression that friends who drove out to see it after it had been mowed could not resist teasing him about his big hole in the ground. He bore it all with good-natured patience, saying nothing. (Later they would say, “Why didn’t I think of that?”)

The “hole in the ground” was situated in the approximate center of his land but fairly close to the northern edge, so there was a larger space to the south of it. There his lovely brick home was built, with a large picture window carefully placed so the “hole” could be viewed from the dining area. While this was going on, he really was subjected to some very colorful comments. But his best friend, a man of about his own age, wasn’t laughing.

Eugene had consulted with him before making his purchase and they were soon working together on a possible solution that did not involve filling in but rather digging out to deepen. Eugene’s friend, a cattle rancher and owner of several hundred acres, had some five to ten well-built ponds on his ranch, initially constructed for watering the cattle but now also well stocked with catfish. We were privileged to fish on the ranch whenever we wished, but the ranch was some distance away and my son had simply decided that he would like to have a well-stocked pond of his own.

At the time Oklahoma — especially southern Oklahoma — was still in the middle of the oil boom, and there weren’t many bulldozer operators in the area. It was decided to use the person who had built our friend’s ranch ponds. This involved some unexpected problems. Our friend was working at the time with an Alcoholics Anonymous rehabilitation program and made a point of helping the members find employment. He had used this ‘dozer operator a number of times on his own property with excellent results. The man knew his trade well, but because of his drinking problem was notably unreliable. Employment in the oil fields, at that time, paid more than bulldozing. After we looked around for a bit, he seemed to be about all there was to choose from, so he was hired … on a Monday.

He worked with due diligence all week but disappeared on Saturday, and it was then that we found out that he was serving out a sentence in the local jail for having a fight while “in his cups” the week before in a local tavern. He was mild-mannered and efficient when sober, but “the sauce” changed his personality and he became belligerent. We had a situation reminiscent of the TV series Mayberry RFD in which Sheriff Andy Taylor had to lock up the gentle Otis on weekends. Our compassionate local chief of police permitted our employee to work during the week so he could support his family and had him “do time” on weekends.

The weather cooperated that spring, and the pond building went well. Along about this time a funny incident occurred. Since my son had a business to attend to, he couldn’t oversee the pond operations. Our rancher friend agreed to do this, dropping by from time to time to make sure all was going according to plan. This involved, among other things, dropping a plumb line at intervals to see when the desired depth had been reached. We attached the line to the end of a long fishing pole.

Another workman on the property was clearing out underbrush. Watching the man in the big Stetson and cowboy boots who was walking around the excavation, he became deeply concerned. Eventually, he could stand it no longer. He jumped in his pickup, raced into town, and pulled up at Eugene’s place of business. He rushed in shouting, “Gene, Gene, there’s a crazy man out at your house, he’s been trying to fish all morning in a dry hole. You’d better come out and see what’s going on!”

My son, at first surprised, soon understood what was happening and set matters straight — when he finally stopped laughing.

Even before the pond was completed, water had begun to accumulate in the deepest portion. Our operator, experienced in such situations, continued to work as soon as weather permitted and went on to completion. As rain continued to fall, we watched anxiously to see how well the pond would hold the water. We were very pleased. During the cool fall months, little evaporation took place and the water level remained almost constant.

My son’s acreage is situated to the far south of Oklahoma. It is below the foothills of the Arbuckles (with beautiful Turner Falls just to the north) and this affects our climate, making it much warmer than the northern part of our state. We are said to have more sunny days than even sunny California and this I believe. We are so close to the border of North Texas that we tend to have much the same weather and about the same rainfall.

This area, comprising Ardmore, Oklahoma, and the Texas cities of Sherman and Denison, is known as “Texoma” — and we share pretty much the same weather reports.

Our operator, in building the pond, made use of the tributary of Pecan Creek (usually dry in the summer but providing excellent run-off in the spring months). The counties to the north of us received even more rain and this brought a good flow of water into Pecan Creek, which eventually wended its way to our pond. The pond water, during the filling process, was still unsettled and took on the hue of reddish-yellow, the color of the clay in which it is built.
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Natural Air Conditioning

One of the biggest advantages of a pond is the effect on temperature of the surrounding area, tending to make it more even, that is, it is warmer in the winter and cooler in the summer. Trees, too, according to George (“Doc”) Abraham affect, the immediate climate, acting as natural air conditioners. They also act as “dust mops,” catching much of the falling particles found in the 12 million tons of pollutants released into the atmosphere above the United States each year. The hairy surfaces of plant leaves on trees, bushes, grass, vines, and all other plants catch the particles from the air. Then, with rainfall, the pollutants are washed into the soil, where they are no longer a danger to man’s breathing apparatus. Gardening of all types improves the environment. According to “Doc” a tree near your home can produce a cooling effect equal to 10 room-size air conditioners running 20 hours a day. And an acre of grass in front of your home gives off 2,400 gallons of precious water every hot summer day.



Planting Begins

So the pond was built. By late spring it was becoming very hot indeed — not just warm but hot. I mean hot! Grass around the pond began to turn yellow and small cracks appeared in the dam and we were very concerned. It was a heck of a day — 100 degrees at noon — to set out Bermuda grass on the pond’s shoulders but this hardy plant can stand just about anything. Early in the morning we had taken the trailer to a nursery about 25 miles away and loaded it down with freshly cut swaths about 2 by 4 feet. These were placed at intervals around the shoulders of the dam, pressed in freshly disturbed shallow areas, and covered lightly with good soil. It was my job to follow this operation and do the watering. A good rain a few days later assured their growth, and the runoff added a considerable amount of water to the pond.
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A Problem Solved

On Mother’s Day I took the “grand tour.” Since I find walking painful now, at my age, I traveled on the riding lawn mower with Laura Elizabeth on one side and my son on the other. First we visited the orchard of fruit and nut trees and then went on to the pond. A problem had arisen — literally! Apparently the increase of water in the pond had caused the large truck tires to surface due to the air still contained in them. We solved this dilemma in typical Western style, by shooting the tires. Using a large caliber shotgun, we shot holes in the tires, puncturing them sufficiently for the air to be let out. They sank again to their appointed places, awaiting the day when papa catfish would use them for breeding. Problem solved. Learn by our mistake and bore large holes in the tires to let the air out before you place them in your pond.

When we returned to the house, Joan, my daughter-in-law, had prepared a wonderful lunch of barbecued pork ribs, baked sweet potatoes, broccoli, salad and green onions from our own gardens — followed by strawberry shortcake. I had a great Mother’s Day.
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A map of our pond.

I am curiously afflicted! I never can stand to look at a bare spot without wanting to plant something. Accordingly, a few days later I looked over the profusion of plant life in my own yard. I decided that the iris, daylilies, tulips, monkey grass, and a few other things needed dividing and set about digging a trailerload for planting the perimeter of the pond. It was hard work and I wore a sunbonnet, dark glasses, and protective clothing as well as some sunscreen when I set about my self-appointed task — a labor of love.

The soil was uncooperative — hard, cloddy clay. The same soil that was ideal for holding the water in the pond was like a rock by the middle of summer. Nevertheless, I persisted and eventually, over a period of days, got everything in, mixing some good sandy loam and peat moss to give cover to the plants. Everything lived and we were later to add several weeping willows, pussy willows, purple smoke plants, and forsythia. The rewards were ample — in the spring, seen from the dining area, the pond and its plantings look like fairyland.

The ideas did not end there. My son, after the passage of enough time to build up his financial resources again, decided it would be prudent — and he would be assured of more privacy — to buy additional acreage. Accordingly, he purchased land to the west of his original property and to the north. A road on the east prevented additional purchase there.

The western acreage and selected portions of his original property were to become his orchard and garden. Having long since used up all the available space on my own land, I planned to give him carefully selected fruit and nut trees for birthday and Christmas gifts, along with 200 shade trees from the Oklahoma Forestry Division (see Sources). We’d plant these on the perimeter of his property for a windbreak and erosion-control program.

I think it might be interesting to mention here that just about any kind of nut tree will grow in southern Oklahoma — black walnut, butternut, Carpathian walnut, chestnut (Chinese) — especially beautiful — and even almonds (which will bear about as often as their relative, the peach, in favorable years — those that don’t have a late freeze at the time of blossoming). Grafted pecans of several varieties are also valuable additions. I have written of the culture of these in my book The Complete Guide to Growing Nuts (see Sources).

The property to the north became our second and much larger pond. I would like to tell you about our experience and how to apply what we did — and sometimes what we should have done — to your own situation.


Below is a diagram of one kind of dam. Be sure to check with your local authorities to find out what kind of dam is suitable for your area and for the pond you’re planning.

[image: image]

A cross-section of a dam.
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