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The fishing trick of the Hindoo juggler. In the insert are shown the special rod and float by aid of which he produces 

a fish from the empty atmosphere 

 
 

How the Hindoo Juggler Catches 

Fish from the Air 

By Prince Sarath Ghosh, F. R. A. S. 

 

MANY are the tales that 

are told concerning the prowess of 

the Hindoo jugglers. Many are the 

explanations offered to resolve the 

mysterious feats they perform. To 

what extent the reputation 

enjoyed by these workers is a false 

one need not be discussed here; it 

cannot be gainsaid that they do 

stage many very clever and 

interesting feats. Some of these 

are confessedly on a par with the 

repertoire of the occidental 

magician, depending upon special 

apparatus, the aid of a 

confederate, and the manual skill 

of the prestidigitateur — “the 

hand is quicker than the eye.” 

Others purport to be a direct 

exhibition of supernatural powers, 

and appear to be explicable only 

on this hypothesis or on that of 

hypnotism. But whatever the 

basis underlying the majority of 

the tricks, the one which is 

described here is one of deception, 

pure and simple. 

Now it is not very hard to 

deceive the senses and the 

intelligence of the spectator. The 

latter thinks that, watching the 

trick proceed, he has all the 

elements, and that it is only 

necessary to piece them together, 

as in attempting to forecast the 

end of a detective story. This is 

perhaps true; but he overlooks the 

important fact that he has no idea 

which of the things he sees are 

essential, which non-essential. He 

does not know, unless he has seen 

a given trick performed many 

times, whether two acts that may 

or may not be vital to its success 

are always done in the same order 

or not. He does not know whether 

the succession of tricks is always 

the same, and so cannot guess 

how many of the movements that 

are meaningless in connection 

with the feat during which they 

occur have a bearing upon 

subsequent portions of the 

exhibition. So he does not have 

quite so complete a collection of 

data as he had supposed; and it is 

not surprising if he is taken in by 

what seems, when set forth in cold 

type, a rather childish deception. 

The trick illustrated on this 

page is a case in point. It comes 

early in the program—must of 

necessity come early in the 

program. If you were a spectator, 

would you attach any importance 

to the fact that, when the juggler 

undertakes to go fishing in the air 

above your head and catch a fat 



fish there, this trick is preceded 

only by one or two trivial bits of 

jugglery? If you saw the trick a 

second time, and it then occupied 

the same position in the program, 

but the trivial items coming ahead 

of it were different from what they 

had been before, is it at all likely 

that you would note any 

connection between the two 

occasions? Hardly; yet, as 

suggested, this trick must come 

early; for if we are going to catch a 

fish on dry land, we are not going 

to believe that the fish was 

elsewhere than on dry land 

waiting to be caught —and there 

is a very definite limit to the 

length of time that a fish will 

survive on dry land. 

But to the business of the 

trick. After one or two brief minor 

features of the performance, the 

assistant brings out a long fishing 

rod. Like all well-ordered fishing 

rods, it has a float and a hook. 

The float is a pretty large float—

perhaps eight inches long and two 

inches wide. It is attached about 

four feet above the hook. As 

shown in the picture, the main 

line has attached to it several 

small rings, and through these is 

threaded a secondary line, much 

smaller than the other, and 

running only to the float. The 

juggler dangles the rod before the 

spectators and shakes the hook in 

their faces. He plays it above their 

heads, and they watch the hook 

intently. He raises the hook 

higher and higher, extending the 

line as far as possible—to suggest 

the idea that the fish cannot 

possibly come from him. He 

wriggles and snaps the line, and 

the onlookers see hook and float 

dancing merrily in the air. With a 

sudden throw the juggler casts the 

line to its maximum range, and 

jerks it back; there is a flash of 

silvery scales, and as the line 

comes to rest, the spectators see 

at its end a small fish—some six 

inches long. The performer lowers 

his catch into a bowl of water that 

has been placed in the center of 

the group by his assistant, and 

the latter hastens to release the 

fish, which swims merrily about 

in the bowl. Meanwhile the 

juggler puts the line away and 

clears the stage for the next 

number. 

The explanation is not a 

hard one—especially when we 

have all the factors set down in 

black and white, so that we can go 

back over them accurately. Of 

course the fish came from the 

float. In fact, the float is hollow, 

hinged at the top, so that it can 

open out into two parts downward 

along its edge, if the catch at the 

bottom were released. And the 

float contains the fish from the 

beginning. He is hooked to the 

end of the thin subsidiary line, 

which, after leaving the fish’s 

mouth near the hinge at the top of 

the float, runs down to the catch 

at the bottom of the float, and 

then up along the rod to the 

juggler’s hand. 

When the performer cast 

the line and jerked it back, he also 

pulled the fine line with his other 

hand, so as to release the catch at 

the bottom of the float. As the 

float opened, he let go the 

subsidiary line, and the fish 

slipped by its own weight down 

the rod to the level of the hook. 

The longer the rod, the further 

from the spectators will the fish 

appear when it is '‘hooked”: while 

the real movement of the fish 

toward the hook is disguised by 

jerking the hook back toward the 

place whence the fish came. The 

fish reached the latitude of the 

hook very accurately—the fine 

line is measured off in advance 

with the greatest care to insure 

this. When the assistant has 

unhooked the fish—at once— and 

the trick rod has been taken out of 

sight, there is no opportunity for 

the spectators to discover that the 

fish was not attached to the real 

hook, but merely hung beside it. 

Of course, the spectators 

will be convinced that they have 

witnessed a trick— they will not 

believe that the fish was 

materialized out of thin air. But 

the crafty performer has given 

them no chance to detect the 

nature of the imposition. The 

audience does not know that the 

fish employed must always be of 

the same species—a hardy 

creature that will live with very 

little moisture for half an hour or 

so. Inside the float it gets this 

necessary moisture from a wet 

sponge fixed just above its gills. If, 

when the climax of the trick was 

reached, there were a shower of 

water simultaneously with the 

appearance of the fish, this might 

seem in keeping to some minds, 

but the average spectator would 

probably connect it with the float 

and at once reach the conclusion 

that the fish and the water came 

from inside. But the mind will be 

reluctant to place the fish inside 

the float after a perfectly dry 

performance; so the trick 

mystifies to the complete 

satisfaction of all concerned. 


