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P h o t o  E s s a y

Food Matters
by Tom Rankin

I was in second grade in Kentucky when my friend Bobby invited me to spend Friday 
night with him and go fish a farm pond the next morning. His father, a long haul truck 
driver, was off work for the weekend and drove us some thirty miles out of town where 
we baited simple bream hooks with red worms and carefully watched our white and red 
bobbers, in youthful hope of success. I have no recollection of how long we fished, how 
long we anticipated fish action, how big or small the pond was. My only clear memory is 
that I caught a channel catfish from a place midway on the pond dam. And then at some 
other time in the morning, Bobby caught a hand-sized bluegill.

This was my not my first fish, but it was my first catfish. I had never had someone care-
fully explain to me—as Bobby’s father did that morning—how to remove a catfish from 
a hook without getting stuck by the spines on the side of the fish. Just as he was helping 
me remove the fish from the hook and thread it onto the stringer, Bobby approached me 
with his freshly caught bluegill. “I’ll trade you this bluegill for your catfish,” he offered. 
I looked at the glistening beauty of the bluegill scales, looked at my catfish, looked at 
Bobby. After careful comparison, I told him I wanted the catfish, that it was my first, 
that it was bigger, that I had caught it. We should keep what we caught, I explained. That 
was the right decision.

By the time I arrived home with that lone catfish, not overly big, but bigger than any 
fish I’d caught before, I was completely enchanted with the idea of my catch. I filled a 
galvanized tub with water, slowly introduced the fish to new water, and then called for 
my family to come see what I believed a kind of miracle. Always knowing I would even-
tually eat the channel cat, I left him to swim in the tub all night, waiting to learn to skin, 
clean, and cook him first thing in the morning; my first fried catfish the centerpiece of a 
magical breakfast, a culinary celebration.

“A significant part of the pleasure of eating,” writes Wendell Berry, “is one’s accurate 
consciousness of the lives and the world from which food comes.”1 Food we gather for 
ourselves, food we process ourselves, food that calls us to engage in the work and wonder 
of sustenance matters so much more than mere food consumption. We cannot and do not 
have to be the catcher of all we consume, but the deeper our involvement in the origin of 
our meals the more fully we feel connected to place, to water, to the confluence of tribu-
taries that bring what feeds and matters, to our own small presence in the world, to what 
we eat for pleasure and what we eat to endure.

N o t e s

1. Wendell Berry, Bringing It to the Table: On Farming and Food (Berkeley: Counterpoint, 2009), 234.
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Highway One, Greenville, Mississippi, 2013
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Rosedale, Mississippi, 2008
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Cleveland, Mississippi, 2008
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Terrene Landing, Rosedale, Mississippi, 2008
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Camden, Tennessee, 1983
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Gunnison, Mississippi, 1996
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Perryville, Tennessee, 1983
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Bee Lake, Mississippi, 2004



52

Forest, Mississippi, 2014
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Newport, North Carolina, 1981
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Shaw, Mississippi, 1996
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Tchula, Mississippi, 2013




