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tell h
ow

 M
obile B

ay goes calm
 an

d
 slick

 ju
st before daw

n
, 

how
 the tide pu

shes in
 ben

eath
 a gen

tle easterly breeze th
at 

ju
st sm

ells d
i�

eren
t—

like salt. H
e can

 tell h
ow

 th
e m

ixin
g  

salt w
ater from

 the G
ulf of M

exico an
d fresh

 w
ater from

 th
e 

M
obile-Ten

saw
 D

elta to th
e n

orth
 ju

st fractu
re som

ehow
 in

 
th

at great, w
arm

, stagn
an

t p
ool an

d
 a h

eavier, saltier layer, 
low

 in
 oxygen

, sin
k

s to the bottom
 of the bay.

H
e can

 tell you
 h

ow
 th

e livin
g th

in
gs th

ere, som
e of th

e 
best seafood

 in
 th

e w
orld

, feel th
at w

ater go bad
 an

d
 seem

 
to pan

ic an
d sw

arm
 to the sh

allow
s an

d even
 pile up on

 the 
brow

n
 san

d
 of th

e E
astern

 Sh
ore. H

e’ll tell you
 h

ow
 som

e 
old

 fish
erm

en
, w

h
o felt it all com

in
g, w

ill see th
e w

ater 
w

rith
e to life, an

d
 sh

ou
t ou

t a sin
gle w

ord
: “Ju

bilee!”
H

e can
 tell it, can

 try to m
ake you

 see it, bu
t you

 h
ave  

to be able to im
agin

e, says Joey G
ard

n
er. People w

ho can’t 
im

agin
e can

’t believe in
 su

ch
 as th

is, n
ot u

n
til th

ey see it 
com

e ash
ore w

ith
 th

eir ow
n

 eyes. A
n

d
 even

 th
en

, h
e says, 

“It’s m
ore like a d

ream
.” 

“I w
as 5 or 6

 years old the first tim
e I saw

 it,” says G
ardn

er, 
w

ho h
as lived on

 th
e E

astern
 Sh

ore of M
obile B

ay sin
ce h

e 
w

as a boy. H
is gran

d
m

oth
er w

arn
ed

 h
im

 it w
as com

in
g.  

It did every su
m

m
er, at least on

ce an
d som

etim
es tw

o or 
th

ree tim
es, as th

e h
eat settled

 h
ard

 on
to th

e A
labam

a 
coast an

d
 th

e w
ater w

arm
ed

 to som
eth

in
g like blood

. 
“W

h
en

 th
e h

u
rrican

e season
 arrives, th

e ju
bilee com

es…
an

d
 th

at’s w
h

en
 all th

e fish
 w

ill com
e,” sh

e told h
im

. H
e 

said
 h

is gran
d

m
a w

as a tw
in

, an
d

 tw
in

s ju
st n

atu
rally 

k
n

ow
 th

in
gs like th

at.
B

u
t it w

ou
ld

 last on
ly a little w

h
ile, an

 h
ou

r, even
 less. 

Then
 the ecology of the bay w

ould just right itself, an
d that 

bounty of sea creatures (the on
es n

ot beached or gathered) 
w

ou
ld

 slip
 back

 in
to th

e safety of th
e brack

ish
 bay. T

h
e 

jubilee w
as like a gift, m

aybe even
 a blessin

g, the old people 
h

ere liked
 to say, bu

t you
 h

ad
 to be qu

ick
 to get you

r p
art  

of it. Late sleepers n
ever ever w

itn
essed a jubilee. 

H
e rem

em
bers th

e first tim
e, h

ow
 h

e w
oke to a great 

com
m

otion
 in

 the usually quiet little city of Fairhope. People 
drove up an

d dow
n

 the dark
 streets, shouting, m

ashin
g their 

car horn
s. Phon

es jangled. “Jubilee,” w
as all the caller had to 

say, an
d then

 the phon
e w

ould go dead or be left sw
inging 

from
 th

e w
all. P

eop
le, h

alf asleep
 an

d
 h

astily d
ressed

, 
hurried from

 the bungalow
s an

d cottages an
d old bayfront 

houses an
d dow

n
 to the shore, bare-legged, w

ith flashlight 
beam

s bou
n

cin
g in

 th
e dark

. 
“It w

as m
e an

d
 Joh

n
ny M

iller th
at first tim

e,” G
ard

n
er 

says. “H
is m

am
a treated

 m
e like a secon

d
 son

. H
e cam

e u
p

 
ou

t of th
e dark

 w
h

en
 w

e w
ere in

 th
e yard an

d said, ‘S
o, you

 
thought you’d slip o�

 to the jubilee w
ithout m

e?’ I sure m
iss 

Joh
n

ny. C
an

cer. H
e w

as a good
 frien

d
 to m

e,” an
d

 th
en

 h
e 

goes quiet for a m
om

en
t—

the jubilee is how
 he m

ark
s tim

e.  
“I rem

em
ber I h

ad
 a kerosen

e lam
p

, w
h

at th
ey called

 a 
chrom

ium
 lantern

,” like coal m
in

ers used to w
ear. H

e recalls 
h

ow
 th

ey ch
ased

 its circle of ligh
t d

ow
n

 to th
e bay an

d
 

p
layed

 th
e beam

 across th
e sh

allow
s. T

h
e w

ater, m
u

rk
y 

even
 in

 d
ayligh

t, w
as teem

in
g, alive.

Floun
der, som

e as big as hubcaps an
d in

 num
bers beyon

d
 

the counting, piled up like din
n

er plates in
 the shallow

s an
d

 
on

 th
e san

d
 itself, flop

p
in

g, w
rigglin

g, so m
any th

at you
 

cou
ld

 gig th
ree at a tim

e. E
els tan

gled
 in

to a tw
isted

 m
ass, 

so th
ick

 th
at a m

an
 cou

ld
 n

ot plan
t h

is feet to scoop
 th

em
 

u
p

 in
 a 5-gallon

 bu
cket. C

atfish
, th

ou
san

d
s of th

em
, seem

ed
 

to be strugglin
g, n

ot to stay in
 the w

ater but escape it, on
ly to 

be gath
ered

 u
p

 by old
 w

om
en

 an
d

 lau
gh

in
g ch

ild
ren

 w
ith

 
n

ets or even
 p

ots an
d

 p
an

s. Th
ere w

ere sh
rim

p
, rays, an

d
 

oth
er th

in
gs th

at dw
ell on

 th
e bottom

. B
u

t it w
as th

e crabs 
G

ard
n

er w
ou

ld
 n

ever forget. “A
ll of th

em
 w

ere ju
st figh

tin
’ 

to get ou
t of th

at bad
 w

ater,” h
e recalls. “O

n
 th

e seaw
all, th

e 
crabs w

ere craw
lin

g over each
 oth

er. You
 cou

ld
 see th

em
 

pile u
p

, like th
ey w

ere tryin
g to clim

b th
at w

all. I th
ou

gh
t  

it w
as th

e Ju
d

gm
en

t.”
H

e is 6
6

 years old
 n

ow
 an

d
 h

as seen
 m

any ju
bilees.  

H
e h

as been
 th

e h
erald

 h
im

self, tip
p

in
g o�

 n
ew

com
ers, 

sh
arin

g th
e secrets an

d
 th

e lore. A
s w

ith
 so m

any p
eop

le 
h

ere, it h
as becom

e p
art of h

im
. “I h

ad
 a ch

an
ce on

ce to 
w

ork
 for th

e railroad
, th

e L&
N

. B
u

t you
 k

n
ow

 h
ow

 it is 
w

h
en

 you
’re you

n
g an

d
 w

an
t to ch

ase w
om

en
,” h

e recalls. 
T

h
ere w

as on
e lady w

h
ose m

oth
er, w

h
en

 sh
e learn

ed
 h

e 
lived

 h
ere, m

ad
e h

im
 p

rom
ise to call h

er w
h

en
ever th

e 
ju

bilee cam
e. A

n
d

 a m
an

 can
’t w

atch
 th

e w
ater from

 a  
rail yard

, of cou
rse. “I’ve been

 a carp
en

ter an
d

 a p
lu

m
ber; 

I’ve d
riven

 a fork
lift an

d
 a bu

lld
ozer. I even

 w
orked

 at th
e 

p
ap

er m
ill,” G

ard
n

er says. H
e n

ever m
ad

e it on
 th

e L&
N

. 
B

u
t on

e or tw
o m

orn
in

gs a year, h
e is a great fish

erm
an

 
w

ith
 a bu

cket in
 h

is h
an

d
.  

“W
H

E
N

 Y
O

U
’R

E
 A

 K
ID

 H
E

R
E

, you
 ch

ase ju
bilees all 

su
m

m
er,” says Tony Low

ery, a m
arin

e biologist w
ho grew

  
up on

 the bay in
 Fairhope an

d w
rote h

is graduate thesis on
 

th
e ju

bilee. “W
e slep

t on
 th

e w
h

arf an
d

 on
 th

e p
iers,” h

e  
says. Th

ey w
ere w

aitin
g, w

atch
in

g for th
e early sign

s. “W
e 

H
e
 c

an
 

try
 to

 tell 
it to

 you
,

H
e
 c

an
 

try
 to

 tell 
try

 to
 tell 

it to
 you

,
it to

 you
,
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w
ould see the eels com

in
g in

, som
etim

es, an
d see floun

der 
on

 th
e su

rface, like th
ey w

ere tryin
g to lift th

eir h
ead

s u
p

 
ou

t of the w
ater.” H

e an
d his frien

ds gathered m
ore floun

der  
th

an
 th

ey cou
ld

 carry. “W
e clean

ed
 ’em

 an
d

 p
u

t ’em
 in

  
ou

r freezer an
d

 h
ad

 p
arties all su

m
m

er, u
p

 an
d

 d
ow

n
  

th
e bay,” h

e says.
People w

h
o h

ave lived
 h

ere a lon
g tim

e say you
 cou

ld
 

sm
ell th

e flou
n

der fryin
g an

d crabs boilin
g for a m

ile or so. 
B

u
t it w

as n
ever certain

, n
ever gu

aran
teed. You

 cou
ld stare 

in
to th

e bay all n
igh

t, all th
e con

d
ition

s cou
ld

 be righ
t w

ith
 

perfect tim
in

g, but then
 the w

in
d w

ou
ld ch

an
ge or it w

ould
 

fail to m
aterialize for n

o ap
p

aren
t reason

 at all. It w
as th

e 
ch

an
ce in

 it th
at m

ade it fun
 an

d h
as m

ade th
at w

on
derm

en
t 

en
d

u
re. “E

ven
 a rip

p
le cou

ld
 ru

in
 it,” says M

ac W
alcott, an

 
arch

itect an
d

 fish
erm

an
 h

ere.
It h

appen
s in

 su
m

m
er becau

se th
at 

is w
h

en
 th

e bay is th
e m

ost stagn
an

t. 
T

h
e d

ecom
p

osin
g p

lan
ts w

ash
ed

 
d

ow
n

 from
 sw

am
p

s an
d

 m
arsh

es 
feed

 m
icroorgan

ism
s in

 th
e bay, 

w
h

ich
 exp

lod
e in

 p
op

u
lation

 an
d

 
d

ep
lete oxygen

 levels. “A
nyth

in
g  

th
at can’t float—

th
at doesn’t h

ave a 
sw

im
 bladder—

w
ill try to escap

e  
th

at ecological trap
,” says Low

ery. 
The oxygen

 deprivation
 creates a  

k
in

d of stupor in
 the fish

—
a lan

guor. 
Th

ey seem
 to w

ait to be taken
. 

Th
e ju

bilee is n
ot an

 algal bloom
, 

n
ot like a red tide. There is n

o poison
 

in
 it. It h

as been
 h

ap
p

en
in

g for as  
lon

g as anyon
e can

 rem
em

ber. C
ivil 

W
ar sold

iers w
h

o w
ere scan

n
in

g  
th

e bay for gun
boats w

atched it by 
torch

light, am
azed. The 

M
o

b
i
l
e
 
D

a
i
l
y

 

R
e

g
i
s
t
e

r told
 of th

e p
h

en
om

en
on

  
in

 18
6

7, th
ou

gh
 it d

id
 n

ot yet h
ave  

a n
am

e. O
n

ce, before th
ere w

ere 
p

h
on

es an
d

 car h
orn

s, th
e old

 salts 
w

ou
ld

 see th
e bou

n
ty ap

p
roach

in
g 

an
d

 rin
g a sh

ip’s bell. People speak
  

of it here w
ith

 a sen
se of propriety—

som
etim

es a little m
ysteriou

sly,  
even

 w
on

d
rou

sly—
bu

t alm
ost all  

of them
 rem

em
ber how

 their gran
d-

paren
ts h

an
ded them

 a bucket (or  
a sh

rim
p n

et) an
d m

arched them
 

dow
n

 to the sh
allow

s to glean
. It  

w
as a little sp

ook
y, bu

t it w
as  

also groceries.

“I grew
 up w

ith
 an

 old m
an

—
w

e called h
im

 ‘The D
uke’—

an
d he taught m

e a lot of w
h

at I k
n

ow
 about the brack

ish
 

w
ater an

d the n
atu

re of fish
,” says Jim

bo M
eador, a w

riter, 
fish

in
g guide, an

d n
aturalist (am

on
g other th

in
gs), w

ho h
as 

been
 w

adin
g the E

astern
 Shore all h

is life. “D
addy h

ired The 
D

uke in
 the su

m
m

er to do odd jobs, but he also took
 care  

of m
e. W

e w
ould go out in

 a row
boat an

d w
atch

 th
at tide so 

close w
hen

 it w
as right for a ju

bilee. A
n

d w
hen

 w
e saw

 it, 
w

e didn’t holler ‘Ju
bilee!’ W

e didn’t say n
oth

in’. W
e gigged

 
floun

der in
 the head an

d sold ’em
 at the fish

 m
arket.”  

H
is frien

d
 S

k
ip

 Jon
es rem

em
bers a sligh

tly m
ore 

com
m

u
n

al ju
bilee. “M

y gran
d

p
aren

ts lived
 in

 a h
ou

se  
on

 P
oin

t C
lear, an

d
 I m

oved
 in

to th
at sam

e h
om

e,” says 
Jon

es, a bu
ild

er, fish
erm

an
, an

d
 lover of old

 boats w
h

o  
h

as n
ever lived

 very far from
 th

e 
w

ater. Like Low
ery, over th

e years,  
h

e learn
ed

 w
h

at to w
atch

 for in
  

the sk
y an

d on
 the surface of the bay. 

W
h

itecap
s broke th

eir h
earts. T

h
e 

w
ater n

eeded to look
 like glass. “W

e 
k

in
d of just k

n
ew

, an
d

 w
e’d

 go w
ake 

th
e n

eigh
bors,” h

e says.  
M

arin
e scien

tists say th
e ju

bilee 
occu

rs regu
larly on

ly tw
o sp

ots in
 th

e 
w

orld
: It h

app
en

s h
ere in

 places like 
D

ap
h

n
e, Fairh

op
e, P

oin
t C

lear, an
d

 
M

u
llet P

oin
t, an

d
 it’s said

 to occu
r far 

aw
ay in

 th
e bay w

aters o�
 Jap

an
. N

o 
on

e h
ere k

n
ow

s w
h

at th
ey call it in

 
Jap

an
ese, bu

t th
ey’re p

retty su
re it’s 

n
ot “ju

bilee.” 
The first prin

ted referen
ce by n

am
e 

w
as in

 th
e 

M
o

b
i
l
e

 
D

a
i
l
y

 
R

e
g

i
s
t
e

r
, in

 
19

12, w
h

en
 an

 old
 fish

erm
an

 called
  

the heaven
-sent floun

der an
d crabs a 

“ju
bilee.” It ju

st seem
ed

 to fit, som
e-

h
ow

. S
u

ch
 a th

in
g, of cou

rse, h
ad

 to 
have been

 pushed by the han
d of G

od. 
The n

am
e ju

bilee is derived from
 the 

H
ebrew

 w
ord

 for a tru
m

p
et m

ad
e 

from
 a ram

’s horn
, w

h
ich

 w
as u

sed
  

to sign
al a k

in
d

 of h
om

ecom
in

g. In
 

m
ore m

od
ern

 tim
es, it h

as becom
e 

shorthan
d for a season

 of celebration
. 

In
 A

frican
-A

m
erican

 ch
u

rch
es, it is  

a referen
ce to the heaven

ly rew
ard, a 

tim
e of joy. 
It com

es on
ly in

 su
m

m
er, m

ostly 
in

 A
u

gu
st, u

su
ally on

ce a year an
d

 
m

ay occur tw
o or three or m

ore tim
es, 

“T
h

e
 n

a
m

e
 ju

b
ile

e
 

is d
e

r
iv

e
d

 fr
o

m
 th

e
 

H
e

b
r
e

w
 w

o
r
d

 fo
r
  

a
 tr

u
m

p
e

t m
a

d
e

 
fr

o
m

 a
 r

a
m

’s h
o

r
n

, 
w

h
ic

h
 w

a
s u

se
d

 to
 

sig
n

a
l a

 k
in

d
 o

f 
h

o
m

e
c

o
m

in
g

.”

G
IF

T
 F

R
O

M
 T

H
E

 S
E

A

L
o

c
a

l
s

 
g

i
g

 
f
l
o

u
n

d
e

r
 
a

n
d

 
c

a
t
c

h
 
t
u

b
s
 
 

o
f
 
c

r
a

b
s

 
i
n

 
j
u

s
t
 
a

 
f
e

w
 
h

o
u

r
s

.
 

“T
h

e
 n

a
m

e
 ju

b
ile

e
 

is d
e

r
iv

e
d

 fr
o

m
 th

e
 

is d
e

r
iv

e
d

 fr
o

m
 th

e
 

H
e

b
r
e

w
 w

o
r
d

 fo
r
  

H
e

b
r
e

w
 w

o
r
d

 fo
r
  

a
 tr

u
m

p
e

t m
a
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always on the rising tide, before or at 

dawn, when the weather is overcast 

or the morning after a light rain. Some 

swear by a full moon. The scope and 

the makeup of the jubilee can change 

but rarely its duration. Often, just  

as soon as word has spread around, 

they are over.

“I’ve been to crab jubilees and 

flounder jubilees,” says Gardner. 

Others seem to contain every bottom- 

feeder in the bay, sometimes even 

including small sharks.  

The jubilee is—as far as anyone 

can tell—mostly a natural thing, not 

something triggered by pollution. 

Though some people say that over-

building here, like everywhere on  

the Gulf Coast, may have some e�ect. 

They say it seems like there are more 

of them now, not less. Others claim  

it’s due to the warming of the Gulf 

and Mobile Bay. 

Some people might not see the 

wonder in all of it, but they probably 

never spent five hours under the 

Alabama sun with a single line in  

the brackish water, praying for a 

croaker or a speckled trout. 

“As a kid, it was a phenomenon,” says Jones. “I mean, 

usually, we were just trying to catch a couple of crabs  

on a line baited with chicken gizzards. Then we got up  

in the morning and there was a zillion of ’em. All these 

creatures you would normally work so hard to get ahold 

of—then, on a jubilee, here would come some guy pulling  

a ski� along the sand with 500 flounder in it. I remember 

once there was a family who came through the yard and 

said, ‘Is this a jubilee? Can we come?’ And they waded  

out into the water but didn’t have anything to put ’em in.  

I ended up giving ’em a bucket so they could empty the 

fish out of their pockets.”

Landlubbers might be a little squeamish—at first.

“Imagine all this in 3 or 4 inches of water,” says Betsy 

Grant, who learned about the jubilee from Gardner, who 

promised to alert her when it happened. She grew up  

in South Carolina but moved to the Mississippi Gulf  

Coast later in life, and then to Fairhope in 2011. “I guess  

I thought it was a little creepy, but I got over that fast,” she 

says. The crabs she saves for gumbo. The flounder she 

grills whole with just salt, pepper, and a little olive oil. 

“Don’t overcook it, or it will turn to 

mush,” she says.

It is a natural thing. The people 

here do not feel guilty or greedy. “I’m 

not going to just leave fish to rot,” 

says Grant.

The jubilee is so odd and wonder-

ful and—well—distinctive that the 

residents here have named pretty  

much everything they can after it, 

from trailer parks to a cookbook  

by the Junior League of Mobile.  

In the Fairhope area alone, you will 

find a local locksmith, a glass cutter, 

three churches, a hardware store, 

two dentists, a pet hospital, a body 

shop, a photographer, a movie 

multiplex, a cleaning service, and  

a pediatrician. There is also Jubilee 

Print & Design, Jubilee Flooring  

& Decorating, Jubilee Auto and 

Marine Interiors, Jubilee Head Start, 

and more.

It’s so prevalent that some of the 

residents are reluctant to concede 

that they have never actually seen 

one. Some might try to lie about it  

to belong, like pretending to vote 

Republican. 

But there is a rigid local protocol surrounding it all.  

“I didn’t develop my jubilee network,” says Walcott. If 

someone calls to tell you about it, they expect to see you 

there, a bucket in hand. “If you don’t respond—if you fail  

to cultivate your sources—then the phone won’t ring at  

4 a.m.,” he says.

In most other places, that would seem like a good thing.  

But not here.

Walcott recalls that in the 1990s, a local radio station 

reported that there was a jubilee happening in Fairhope  

at about 8 o’clock in the morning. “Tra�c backed up for 

miles—for nothing. It was long gone. We called it the radio 

jubilee,” he says.

The people who have lived with jubilees all their lives 

stood beside the line of cars and shook their heads. Tourists. 

Landlubbers.

Walcott has his own favorite story of the jubilee—about  

a young man who lives for them, waits for them, but never 

takes more than he can eat. In a short essay, Walcott wrote 

that he believes, “fish should always swim ashore, and wait 

at men’s feet.” Â

“The jubilee was 

like a gift, maybe 

even a blessing, 

the old people 

here liked to say, 

but you had to be 

quick to get your 

part of it.” 

NATURAL PHENOMENON 

There’s a scientific explanation for 

the occurrence, but it feels like magic.

“The jubilee was 

like a gift, maybe like a gift, maybe 

even a blessing, even a blessing, 

the old people the old people 

here liked to say, here liked to say, 

but you had to be but you had to be 

quick to get your quick to get your 

part of it.” part of it.” 

NATURAL PHENOMENON NATURAL PHENOMENON 


