VII.—ON THE EARLY SHAD FISHERIES OF THE NORTH BRANCH
OF THE SUSQUEHANNA RIVER.*

BY HARRISON WRIGHT.

HisTorY.—There can be no doubt but that the Indians, for years
before the white people thought of settling at Wyoming, caught their
shad there in large quantities. Their net-sinkers, though they have for
Years been collected by archsologists, are still very plenty, and can be
found anywhere on the flats along the river in quantities, and the frag-
ments of pottery show unmistakable markings with the vertebrs of the
8had. These, together with the fact that the early settlers saw the
Indians catehing shad in a seine made of bushes (called a bush-net),
D.oint to the fact that shad on the North Branch were taken in quanti-
ties by the Indians. :

The Connecticut people who settled here over & hundred years ago
haqd, in the very start, their seines, and took the shad in numbers. As
Dear ag we can learn they were the first white people who seined the
8had in the North Branch.

During the thirty years’ war which the Connecticut gettlers had with
th.e Pennsylvania government for the possession of this valley of Wyo-
g}lng theshad supply was a great element of subsistence. For this, unlike

¢ fields, barns, and granaries, couldnot be burned by the Pennamites.
o An O.Id settler says: “ When we came back to the valley we found
dver Ything destroyed, and the only thing we could find to eat were two

ea:d shad picked up on the river shore; these we cooked, and a more
elicious meal was never partaken of by either of us.” One of the most
1tter complaints made against the Pennamites, in 1784, was that they

haq destroyed the seines.
After the Revolutionary war had ended, and the troubles between the

the“nsb’lvania claimants and the Connecticut settlers had been quieted,
e shad fisheries increased in numbers and value yearly, until about
toe Year 1830, when the dams and canal were finished and an end put
the shad fisheries. ,
thRUN-—It- would appear from the statements hereto appended that
©male fish preceded the female fish by some eight to ten days in their

- . .
an dTh‘S paper is condensed from the report of a committee of the Wyoming Historical
Gencalogical 8ociety, Harrison Wright, chairman (Wilkes-Barre, Luzerne Co.,

P .
8.), Which was published in the Fish Commission Bulletin for 1881, p. 352.—C. W. 8.
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ascent of the river, and between the ascent of the former and that of
the latter there was generally a perceptible rise in the river, and imme-
diately following it came the large roe-weighted females in great
schools. )

A map of the Susquekanna River from the junction of the West
Branch at Northumberland to Towanda, near the New York State line,
has been prepared. Upon this are noted the localitics of the fisheries
with as much aceuracy as was attainable from the accounts received by
us. Some have probably been omitted, especially in the stretch of river
from Danville to a point four miles above Bloomsburg, where we were
ansuccessful in our inquiries.

At Northumberland, or just below, was Humrmel’s fishery; between
Northumberland and Danville there were eight fisheries, in order from
Northumberland up as follows: 1. Line’s Island lower fishery ; 1. Line’s
Island middle fishery; 3. Smith’s fishery ; 4. Line’s Island upper fish-
ery; b. Scott’s fisbery; 6. Grant’s fishery; 7. Carr’s Island fishery;j
8. Rockafeller’s. The next fishery of which we have a record was the
fishery of Samucl Webb, located about four miles above Bloomburg:
Above this point about four miles, and six miles below Berwick, was
the fishery of Benjamin Boon; the next was located just above the
town of Berwick, and about a mile and a half above Berwick was the
Tuckahoe fishery (this last is the same as the Nescopeck fishery men-
tioned in Pearce’s history); the next was at Beach Haven. Betweend
‘this latter place and Nanticoke Dam there werc three, viz, one ab
Shickshinny; one just below the mouth of Hunlock’s Creek, and oné,
called the “Dutch ” fishery, on Croup’s farm. Above Nauticoke there
was one belonging to James Stewart, about opposite Jameson Harvey'’s
place, one at Fish Island, and one at Steele’s Ferry, called the Mud
fishery. The next was on Fisl’s Island, three-quarters of a mile beloW
the Wilkes Barre bridge; the next was Bowman’s fishery, immediately
below the Wilkes Barre bridge; the next was the Butler fishery, alittle
above the bridge; the next was at Mill Creek, a mile above the bridge;
the next was the Monocacy Island fishery; the next Carey’s; the next
was on Wintermoot Island, this last landing on the left bank above theé
ferry at Beauchard’s; the next was at Scovel’s Island, opposite Lacka-
wanna Creek ; this and the Falling Spring fishery next above belonged
to parties living in Providence, away up the Lackawanna. The nex?b
above was at Harding’s, in Exeter Township; the next above was ab
Keeler’s, in Wyoming County; the next was at Taylor'’s (or Three Broth-
ers,) Island; this latter fishery was no doubt the one referred to by P.
M. Osterhout as being opposite McKune’s Station, on the Lehigh Valley
Railroad ; the next was at Hunt’s Ferry, circa five miles above Tunk
hannock ; the next was Grist’s Bar, about a mile above Meshoppen; the
next was at Whitcomb’s Island, about a mile below Black Walunb
Bottom; a half a mile above this fishery was the Sterling Island fisherys
and the next above was Black Walnut, and half a mile further up w28
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the Chapin Island fishery; the next was at the bend at Skinner’s Eddy;
the next was at Browntown, in Bradford County ; the next was at Ing-
ham’s Island; the next was at the mouth of Wyalusing Creek ; two
miles further up was one at Terrytown; the next and last that we have
any record of was at Standing Stone, about six miles below Towanda.

Thus it will be seen that between Northumberland and Towanda
there were about forty permanent fisheries.

MONEY VALUE.—Qur county records only go back to 1787. We
8pent a whole day in searching the first volumes, in hopes that we might
find some entries of transfers of fishing rights, but our search was
fruitless. We have, however, fourrd among the papers of Caleb Wright
3 bill of sale of a half interest in a fishery between Shickshiuny and
Nanticoke, called the 4 Dutch fishery.” The price paid was £20, “lawful
Mmoney of Penusylvania,” equivalent to $53.33.* ‘

Jameson Harvey says that Jonathan Hunlock’s interest in the Hun-
lock fishery was worth from five to six hundred dollars per annum;; it
Was a half interest. Ienry Roberts saysa rightin a fishery was worth
from ten to twenty-five dollars. Major Fassett's father was one of
eleven ownersinthe Sterling Island fishery, and his interest was valued
at $100.
~ Mr. Hollenback’s information on the money value of the different fish-
Cries ig by far the most valuable. He says the Standing Stone fishery
Was worth from $300 to $400 per annum; the Terrytown fishery was
Wworth about the sawe; the Wyalusing Creek fishery was worth about
$250 per annum ; the Ingham Island fishery $50 less ; the Browatown
and Skinuer’s Eddy fisheries about $150 per annum each.

Jameson Harvey says: “The widow Stewart, at the Stewart fishery,
used often to take from $30 to $40 of a night for her share of the haul.”

The data bearing upon this point are decidedly unsatisfactory, as they
Would only give to the forty fisheries an annual value of about $12,000,
3 large amount for those days, yet one we believe to be too small. ’l‘l%e
Dext topic, the ‘ cateh,” should be taken with this one to form a basis

Or calculation. :

CaTcr.—A¢t the eight fisheries near Northum perland large numbers
of shad were taken ; three hundred was a common haul; some hauls
ran from three to five thousand. The Rockafeller fishery, just below
panville (about the year 1820), gave an annual yi.eld of from three to

our thousand, worth from 123 cents to 25 cents apiece. .

Mr. Fowler says that the fishery just above Berwick was one of the
ost productive, and that he has assisted there in catching “thonsands
Upon thousands,” but does not give the average annual yield. He also
83ys that at the Tuckahoe fishery “many thousands were caught night

and at the Webb and Boon fisheries the hauls

and day in early spring,”
arly spring.
’ a haul that they

Were immense. At the latter they got so many at

1 + Calel Wright's son received as his share of one night’s fishing at this fishery
s900 ghaq,
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couldn’t dispose of them, and they were actually hauled on Boon’s farm
for manure.

At Hunlock’s fishery the annual catech must have been above ten
thousand. At the Dutch fishery in one night thirty-eight hundred were
taken. At the Fish Island fishery,at a single haul, nearly ten thousand
shad were taken. Mr. Jenkins recollects of seeing a haul at Monocacy
Island—just before the dam was put in—of twenty-eight hundred. At
Scovel’s Island the cateh was from twenty to sixty per night; at Falling
Spring fifty to three hundred per night; at Taylor’s Island from two
handred #o four hundred per night. At Wyalusing 'the annual catch
was between two and three thousand, and at Sanding Stone between
three and four thousand. The daily cateh at the Terrytown fishery was
about one hundred and fifty. Major Fassett says that at the Ster-
ling Island fishery ¢ over two thousand were caught in one day in five
hauls.” .

It is & plain deduction from the above facts that the fisheries down
the river were much more valuable than those above. Above Monocacy

we hear of no cateh over two thousand, while below that point t-hey\

were much larger; and while from three to four hundred dollars seems
to be the general annual value above, we find the fishery at Hunlock’s,
12 miles below, was worth from a thousand to twelve hundred per an-
num. The shad farther up the river appear to have decreased in num-
bers, yet to have increased in size, and that brings us to the next head.
* S1ZE.—The opinion seems to be general that the great size attained
by the Susquehanna shad was attributed to the long run up the fresh
water stream (carrying the idea of the survival of the fittest). That they
were of great size is beyond doubt; nearly every one who recollects them
insists on putting their weight at almost double that of the average
Delaware shad of to-day.

Mr. Van Kirk gives as the weight of the shad caught at the fisheries
in Northumberland and Montour Counties as from three to nine pounds.
Mr. Fowler says he has assisted in catching thousands weighing eight
and nine pounds at the fisheries in Columbia County. Mr. Harvey:
speaking of the Luzerne County shad, says : ¢ Some used to weigh eight
or nine pounds, and I saw one weighed, on a wager, which turned the
scales at thirteen pounds!” Major Fassett, speaking of those caught
in Wyoming County, says: “ The average weight was eight pounds,
the largest twelve pounds.” Dr. Horton says of the shad caught it
Bradford County, that he has seen them weighing nine pounds; ordi-
narily the weight was from four tosseven pounds.

PRICE.—The price of the shad varied, according to their size, from
4d. to 25 cents, depending of course upon their scarcity or abundance,
and as some of our correspondents remember the price in years when
it was high, and others in those when there was a great plenty of fish
there arises what appear to be couflicting statements in their letters.

At the town meeting held at Wilkes Barre, April 21, 1778, prices

i
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were set on articles of sale, inter alia, as follows : Winter-fed beef, per
pound, 7d.; tobacco, per pound, 9d. ; eggs, per dozen, 8d. ; shad, apiece,
6d. At one time they brought but 4d. apiece. A bushel of salt would
at any time bring a hundred shad. At the time the dam was built they
brought from 10 to 12 cents. On the day of the big haul Mr. Harvey
says they sold for a cent apiece {Mr. Dana says 3 coppers). Mr. Isaac
8. Osterhout remembers a Mr. Walter Green who gave twenty barrels
of shad for a good Durham cow. Mr. Roberts says that in exchanging
for maple sugar one good shad was worth a pound of sugar; when sold
for cash shad were worth 123 cents apiece. Major Fassett says the
arket price of the shad was $6 per hundred. Dr. Horton says the
shad, according to size, were worth from 10 to 256 cents. Mr. Hollen-
baCk, in calculating the value of the fisheries near Wyalusing, has put
t‘h‘? value of the shad at 10 cents apiece. In 1820 they were held in
Wilkes Barre at $18.75 per hundred. Mr. Fowler says they were worth
3 cents or 4 cents apiece.
. COUNTRY SUPPLY AND TRADE.—Every family along the river hav-
ing 8ome means had its half barrel, barrel, or more of shad salted away
ach seagon, and some smoked shad hanging in their kitchen chimneys ;
u‘t not only those living immediately along the river were the bene-
ficiaries, but the testimony shows that the country folk came from fifty
Wiles away to get their winter supply, camping along the river’s bank,
a‘nd bringing in payment whatever they had of a marketable nature.
t}ey came from the New York State line, and from as far east as Easton,
in““ging maple sugar and salt, and from as far west as Milton, bring-
a g cider, whisky, and the two mixed together as cider royal, and fr.om
OWn the river and away to the south towards Philadelphia, bringing
eather, iron, &e. "
a M}‘- Isaac S. Osterhout says when quite a boy (1822-23)he went with
wnelghbor to Salina, N. Y., after salt, he taking shad and his neighbor
hetStones, which they traded for salt. The teawns hauling grain to
aston brought back salt. In good seasons the supply of this latter
Wportant item always seems to have ‘been short of the demand.
he shad, as far as we can learn, appear never to have gone up the
8t Branch in such quantities as they did up the North Branf}h, “}ld
© 8ame may be said of the Delaware, or else the fish were of inferior
Qality, for the dwellers from the banks of both of these streams came

Yoming for their supply of shad.
aMl‘- P. M. Osterhout tells of a firm (Miller
. Dnock which did quite an extensive busine ]
Ured ones up the river -into New York State, and far down the river.
b Mr. Fowler says: “ No farmer or 1an with a famijly was without 'hls
farrel or barrels of shad the whole year round. Besides furnishing
I:;Od for the immediate inhabitants, people from Mahantango, Bluo
Ountaing, and, in fact, for fifty miles around, would bring salt 1o tight

“arrels and trade it for shad.”

i

iller & McCord) living at Tunk-
ss in shad, sending the
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Mr. Harvoy says: ‘“Boats coming up the river used to bring leather,
cider, whisky, cider royal, salt, iron, &c., and would take back shad.”

OTHER FISH.—Wae do not find that any other deep-sea fish (with the
exception of eels) ever came up the river above Northumberland. The
«Qswego bass,” “ Susquehanna salmon,” ¢ yellow bass,” “striped bass,”
¢ Susquehanna bass” spoken of by the different correspondents ap-
pear to be the same fish, which is also sometimes called the wall-eyed
pike, an excellent fish introduced into the river many years ago from
Oswego Lake. They are not now as plenty as formerly, though within
the past few years they have been increasing perceptibly. The other
fish mentioned are nothing but the common river fish.

ErrEcT OF pDAMS.—There is no question that the building of the
dams necessary to feed the canals put a stop at once to shad fishing;
all our correspondents agree that after the Nanticoke dam was finished,
in 1830, no shad were ever caught above it. As to the effect of the
dams on the shad fishing, the following extracts from Hazard’s Regis-
ter are of interest:

1829, May 9, page 304. ¢ Lewistown, Pa., May 2. It is stated that
shad are caught in much greater abundance below the dam at North
Island, in the Juniata, than has ever been known at any previous time-
It is supposed that the dam in the Susquehanna immediately above the
mouth of the Juniata has the effect of directing their course up the
Juniata. The dam at North Island retards their farther passage, and

_the consequence is that the people farther up the Juniata are deprived
of the luxury of fresh shad, which soabundantly falls to the lot of their
neighbors a few miles lower down. But we must be content with thesé
little deprivations by the promise of the immeunse advantages which are
to accrue to the country fromn the canal.”

1830, May 8, pago 304, The Sunbury Beacon of Monday the 26th of
April gays: “Not less than from four to five thonsand shad were caught
on Saturday last within a quarter of a mile below the dam. Upwards©
five hundred were taken by one dip-net, and several others averag
two and three hundred each. We understand that several Lhundre
were caught with dip-nets yesterday.”

1831, May 14, page 318. Trom the Wyoming Herald: «wWilkes
Barre, May 6,1831. While the raftsmen complain of the Nanticoke dam
the boys find in it & source of amusement. The bass which ascend ab
this season in great numbers, stopped by the dam, offer fine sport-
Indeed, hooks, half a dozen at a time, without bait, are let down 3B
suddenly drawn up often with two or three bass hooked by the side.”

And on the same page, from the Susquehanna Democrat: “A sbof
time since great quantities of bass were caught in a small eddy form
in the river directly below the abutment of the Nanticoke dam.
fish apparently lay there in schools, and by drawing hooks through the
eddy numbers were caught. On Thursday and Friday last a number o
fine shad were caught in the same way. One man drew out nine in one
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day, and sold them for 50 cents each. This is the first instance within
our knowledge of shad being caught with a hook. We mention the fact
a8 one altogether new, as well as to say to the down-river folks our
market has not been altogether destitute of shad, though many & gen-
tleman’s table has.”

We are informed that to-day the shad manage to get over the Co-
lumbia dam only to be received in nets spread for them at the head of
the sluice-way by a pack of scoundrels, among whom, if we hear cor-
rectly, are parties connected with our State fish comwission. 1f it were
1ot for this we would have shad in small quantities as far up as the
bext dam at all events. The cutting off of this staple of food from tens
of thousands of people in this section of country could not but be a great
loss, and it has been questioned if it was not greater than the benefits
derived from the great internal improvements. Som& slight improve-
lients in the sluice-way of the lower dams and a regular ladder-way in
that of the Nanticoke dam; good protective laws, well enforced (with
& double-barreled shot-gun for Columbia dam); certain days set for
fishing along the 1iver, and one good stocking with young shad would,
We believe, give us shad in fair quantities all the way up the river.

We do not believe the expense would be very grear, whereas the bep-
efits would be incaleulable. There is no doubt that the cxperimeut 18
Well worth trying. Luzerne County will contribute her share towards

he necessary improvements. |

WiLkEs BARRE, May 27, 1881,

L. Statement of Joseph Van Iirk, Northumberland, Pa., May 25, 1881,

My recollection of the shad fisheries dates back to the year 1820; in

f at Year, and the succeeding two or three seasons, 1 ﬁshe'd at Rocka-
eller’s fishery, near Danville. In our party there were six of ns; we
fished with 4 seine 150 yards long, and caught somewhere from 3,000 to
4,000 marketable shad, weighing from 3 to 9 pounds. At that time there
Were eight fisheries between Danville and Line’s Island, located as
fo]lOWS: Rockafeller’s, just below Danville; next Carr’s Island; next
fant’s fishery; next Scott’s, near where my resideiice was; next Line’s
slanq upper fishery; next Smith’s fishery; next Line’s Island middle
and lower fisheries. ’ At all these poiunts large quantities of shad were
Caught, and they were sold from 123 cents to 25 cents apiece. I have
“ard of hauls containing from 3,000 to 5,000, and 300 was a very common
aul. , People came from 12 to 15 miles for shad, and paid cash ex-
Clusively for them. : '
almon, rockfish, pike, eels, suckers, and a general variety of ﬁ§h
Were caught in addition to shad, and we always had a ready market for
Yem for cash. No shad have been taken since the canal was built, ﬂ}ld
Al other figh have sensibly decreased since that time. ,
he cutting off of the shad gupply was a great and serious ]‘"f‘s to th'gs
*mmunity, from both a monetary and cconomic view, since this fish in

8. Mis, 110——40
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its season was a staple article of food, and employed in the taking and
handling quite a large proportion of the inhabitants. This industry was
wholly abolished by the erection of these dams, and thousands of dollars
of capital invested in the business were instantly swept out of existence.
The first fishery Lelow this place was known as Hummel’s fishery, and
its reputation was good. I never fished there myself, but was well ac-
quainted with it by the speech of mny neighbors. In fact all of these
fisheries were profitable investments, and the loss of them to this sec-
tion of the country was incalculable. All of the fisheries mentioned
above, except Hummel’s, were between Northumberland and Danville.
Any mention of those good old times brings up a flood of recollections,
and the difficulty is, not to remember what occurred in those days, but
to sift out what would be useful in this connection,

2. Statement of Henry Roberts, Falls, Pa., March 24, 1881.

I reply to your inquiries regarding shad fisheries in the Susquehannd
between Tunkhaunock and Lackawanna Creeks, that, according to my
recollections, the first was at the head of Scovel’s Island, opposite
Lackawanna Creck ; not many shad were caught here, say from twenty
to sixty per night. The next was at Falling Spring; same seine as thab
used at Scovel’s Island; the number of shad caught here ran from fifty to
tbree hundred per night. The next, above Talling Spring, was at Kee-
ler’s Ferry (now Smith’s). This was a small fishery, and only used when
the water was too high to fish at other points; the seine was hauled
around adeepholeto bringinthe shad. Thenextandonly fishery betweeD
this and Tunkhannock Creek was at the head of Taylor’s Island, or the
«Three Brothers;” this was an important fishery; more shad were
caught here than could be taken care of, on account of the scarcity of salt-
I can speak of this fishery from expericnce since 1812, The catch per
night ran from two to four hundred. The shareholders attended to it a8
closely as to their farming or other business, as it was our dependenco in
part for food. Shad were oftener exchanged for maple sugar than sold
for cash—one good shad for a pound of sugar; large shad were worth 123
cents apiece. A right in a fishery was worth from ten to twenty-five
dollars. Shareholders made a practice of salting down more or less
shad during the season. An incident in connection with shad-tishing
presents itself to my mind, related often by my grandmother.. A party
of Indians returning from a treaty at Philadelphia landed their canoes;
came to herhouse to borrow her big kettle to cook their dinner in. *After
building the fire and hanging over the kettle they put in the shad, jusb
as they were taken from the river, with beans, cabbage, potatoes, a1*:
onions. My grandfather, David Morehouse, one of the early Conpect!”
cut settlers, then owned the same farm I now own and occupy. I ant
pow in my eighty-seventh year.






