INL.—TESTIMONY IN REGARD TO THE PRESENT CON-
DITION OF THE FISHERIES, TAKEN IN 1871

NEwWPORT, RHODE ISLAND,
o o © Awugust 1,1871.

. The following reports were all made by a phonographic reporter, Mr:
H. E. Rockwell, of Washington, and are intended to present the words
of the witnesses, without alteration ; ,

‘HENRY O. TIFFT: .

There are very few fish indeed now, to what there used to be. ' They
_are growing scarcer every year; they are much scarcer this year than
last, I think. I bear people who fish say that they cannot do any-
thing to what they could once. One of them told me he had been out
and fished a week, and did not catch a black-fish. The traps catch them
up in the spring of the year. The tautog are a species that go up the
Providence River to spawn ; it is salt water all the way up. We used
to catch scup and tautog, a8 many as we wanted, away-up Providence
River; butthey don’t catch scup now. I don’t think they could go any-
where in Narragansett Bay and catch scup with a hook and line. I |
don’t think they catch them much in the pounds. ,

Mr. MAoy. If you were to take a vote of the people, I think it would
be ten to one against the use of pounds. All the people say to me that
the pounds are the cause of the diminution of the fish.

Mr. TIFFT. Most of the traps are in the river; none outside. They
are in the East and West Bays, and all the way up on both shores
nearly half-way up to Providence. There is a trap-seine at Point Judith
now; there is a pound everywhere that they can drive stakes, There
are three times as many pounds this year as last; it is & money-making
business, and all want to go into it. They say the legislature has no
power to stop them, and will keep on fishing if they are prosecuted.
Tht_a fish strike at Point Judith before they do in West Bay. It seems
as if they were coming from the south. Traps were put down first at
Saughkonet. In the spring of the year you will see little spring-bass
in the market, about six inches long, taken in these nets. The majority
of them are small when they first come. ,

Mr, MAoYy. Sixteen or eighteen years ago there were five.vessels went
out from here, fishing for mackerel, but they sunk money in it and
dropped the business. .
Isian: Tirpr., There are some pounds on the south end of Providence

sland, on both sides of the Canonicut, and through the east and west
p?ssagesg up as far as Tiverton. Scup are out of the question. All kinds
of fish are killed out, and the breeding broken up. I think, what the
pound.mfm call small scup, that they say they catch so plenty this year,
are skip-jacks.* They look almost precisely alike when small. The skip-
jack i8 a small species ;" never grows large; the only difference from the
scup 18, that the gkip-jack has finer scales than the scup. The skipjack
grow about four or five inches long. They are caught about the
wharves here; but no scup has a chance to spawn in our waters. .

* This i8 & mistake; the fish in question are smull soup.~S. F B.
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Mr. MacY. The squeteague are four times as plenty now as I have
ever seen them before, and keep increasing. In 1830 we caught the first
blue-fish in Nantueket; but in 1831 my uncle caught a barrel which he
salted. They became plenty afterward, and contibued so up to the year
of the plague that killed off all the Indians but two children. They all
disappeared that year. ,

Mr. J. J. CURRY, dealer in fish:

The Spanish mackerel are caught in this vicinity. They are more
gearce this year than usual. The blue-fish run about as last year, but
larger. I have kept a fish-market here six years. I donot think the
‘blue-fish scarcer than they were six years ago. There was a time, six
years ago, when in August, for three days, we could not get any. 1do
not know that there are any more traps used now than there were six
years ago. We get all our fish for market here in this neighborhood,
except halibut, round mackerel, and salmon ; these come from Boston.
Six years ago the price of Spanish mackerel was forty cents a pound;
now they are worth.a dollar a pound. Salmon are selling for fifty cents
a pound. I buy my fish from the pound-men, paying about fifty-five
cents a pound for Spanish mackerel. Last year we had four times as
many Spanish mackerel as formerly. They were first caught here four
years ago. We get eight cents a pound for blue-fish; never sell them
for less than that. Flat-fish we can hardly give away in this market.
We get eight cents a pound for weak-fish, (squeteague.) We.do pot sell
many round mackerel ; we cannot get more than ten or twelve cents a
pound for them fresh, and, when salted, they sell for eighteen cents
Scup bring five cents apiece on an average; not more than six oreight
cents a pound. = We get no seup scarcely.

SAMUEBL ALBRO, dealer in fish: «

We get forty cents a pound for sheep’s-head ; they sre taken in the
West Bay. We gel five cents a pound for flat-fish, (lounders;) take
anything we can get for them ; they are not much used here, "We get
half a dollar a pound for salmon. There is one kind of flat-fish, that we
call pucker-mouth, that is better than the other kind. For lobsters we
get five cents a pound. I think blue-fish are more plenty than last year.
Tautog arescarce. George Crabb* makesfive dollarsaday catching tautog
with a hook and line the year round. He will averagea hundred pounds s,
day. In the spring our market would not be as well supplied with fish if it’
were not for the pounds, because they can catch them in pounds before
they will bite the hook.” Down at Gooseberry Island they took in one
pound as myny as 10,000 barrels of small scup, s0 small that'they did
not waut them; the net was so full that they could not baul it, and bad
to catch hold of the bottom of it and tip them out. They were spawned
south. They never saw such a lot-of young scup here before. It was
from the 14th to the 18th of May that they caught so many young scup.
The big ones came along about from the 1st to the 10th of May., .

FRANOCIS BRINLEY, €sq., chairman of the Cominission on fisheries of
Rhode Island: :

We had many meetings of the Commission in different parts of the
State to make inquiries, and found the people generally ready to answer
them, though some hesitated. As a general thing, the pound or trap
men here would not attend the meetings, although invited through the
notices in the newspapers. Mr. Stevens did not appear before the Com-

* See George Crabb’s testimony, p. 30, to the contrary.
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mission, nor did he respond to the interrogatories sent him.. There has
been a new development of this question since our last report was made.
It is Jikely that the subject will come up next winter; it is largely. a
political question here, There was a bill prepared last spring in the
senate, about which there is a good deal of feeling, as it varies from the
bill which I prepared, in applying to the whole State of Rhode Island.
Originally I took the ground that we would try the experiment of run-
ning the line in a particular manner. That was opposed because it was
unequal, and it was said, ¢ This is a partial line.” Now they say to the
pound-men, ‘You have had time to get out of this business and pull

‘up your traps; and having been forewarned, we will now run the line
the whole length of the waters of the State.” It is possible there may
be some resistance on account of want of jurisdiction, as .gentlemen ot
the profession are generally willing to embark in such matters. In
Oonnecticut they h#ve passed a law prohibitin g the catching of shad in

- pounds after this year. :
+ Mr. LYMAN, In Connecticut they set their pounds to the west of
Connecticut River; they do not catch enough east of it to make the
business pay. '

Mr. MAoY. I know that a few years ago you could go out back of the
fort and catch as many scup as you wanted; but I would like to see
any one catch a scup there now. They said the people in Connecticut
and Massachusetts are catchin g in nets, and why should we be cut off
here? We catch shad very rarely here. Excepting very early in the
Season we get them from the East. About fifty-five or fifty-six years
ago they caught shad plenty around Nantucket.

- Mr. LymMAN. ‘That was a- sporadic run, about which there was some-
thing very curious. .

Mr. BRINLEY. In the Providence Press, within two or three days,
there has been g, very strong article, in which the writer speaks of the
great number of young scup which have been caught, even within the
Waters hiear the city, except where the water was charged with impuri-
ties, these young fish having got the advantage of the net fishermen by
coming in two weeks earlier this year than usual. :

PrOfessor BAmRD. Does he mean to imply that these same young scup
come in year by year % : R )

Mr. BRINLEY. No; that they escaped the nets this year, in conse-
quence of coming in two weeks earlier than usual. Young scup have
been killed in Providence Bay by the impurity of the water.

General C. 0. VAN ZaNDT. I was chairman of a committee of the
legislature on the subject of the shell-fish, and I found that the impuri-
ties had a great influence. We found oysters with a perceptible odor
of coal-tar, that were taken five or six miles down the bay. This was
80me years since.

a I SAMUEL PowEL. The people who are interested in this question

: bngOt understand it at all as a whole. I think many facts are needed

tmOT‘? We-can act correctly in regard to it. To attempt to stop the

¢ tiggmg Would not be useful in the end, asthe traps gather great quan-

time °§‘ fish in a short time—more than the lines could do in a long

dded he matter here is now fought off till next January, I am

we % Yoo theory; but there is a curious fact that the fish come this
year, bringing their little ones with them., :
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NEWPORT, RHODE ISLAND, August 2, 1871,

J. M. K. SOUTEWICK : A

T am not now a practical fisherman, although I have fished many
years with traps and nets of different kinds. The question is one which
excites considerable feeling, We have two styles of nets; what is called
the trap, and the heart-seine or pound.

[These were illustrated by drawings in this manner :]
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There is no bottom to the trap-net, and it must be watched all the
time. Fish, when not excited, will remain in it some time, especially
scup ; but menbaden are apt to get out unless they are closely watched.

The first trap is set at Franklin Hollow, to catch the fish as they run
south, on the eastern shore of the West zPassuge. It has a leader of
gsomething like a bundred fathoms. Traps have been tried on the west
shore, but no fish are caught there in the spring.

There is a heart-seine in Mackerel Cove, which has a leader.of about
seventy-five fathoms., There are two set near Fort Adams. I set one
five years at Pine-Tree Beach, having a leader of forty-five fathoms.
The leader is generally set perpendicular to the shore. There i8 a heart-
seine at Coddington’s Cove. The rest are usually traps. 1 catch fish
usually by the 10th of May. This year the fish came earlier, and prob-
ably could have been caught by the 1st of May. The fish were ten days
later at Coddington’s Cove than at Pine-Tree Cove. When the fish first
come in the spring, we catch a few at first, and then a hundred or two,
and then pretty soon several hundred barrels. The first run is generally
larger than the later. The first run of scup that comes in, is generally of
large scup, all large, weighing from two to three pounds. Then, per-
haps a week afterward, the smaller scup, two-thirds the-size of the
others come in ; and two weeks later they come that weigh from half to
three-quarters of a pound. The last run are smaller, and many not
worth saving, and many pass through the meshes of the net.
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There is 2 phenomenon that has happened this year not commonly
observed by fishermen before. The Saughkonet and all the other fish-
ermen—I come in contact with all—report to me that they saw the
small scup in vast quantities about the tine they were taking up their
nets ; they described them as being from half an inch long up to three
inches. That was about the 1st of June. Still later they were reported
to be further up the bays; and in July Mr. Arnold, of West Greenwich,
told me that the river up there seemed to be full of them.

From the middle to the last of May the heart-seines are put dowa at
different points along higher up the bays; some of them may have been
Put in about the 1st of May, but they do not begin fishing much unti}
a little later. I have a heart-seine now at Dutch Island Harbor, in the
‘West Bay. ’ . . ‘

Flat-fish are caught about here in the winter. .

Qaptain Oalhoun stated to me that he saw the first secup caught here,
which was placed on exhibition at the United States Hotel. There is a
tradition that they first occurred here about 1793, and the sheep’s-head
disappeared here about that time. 'There have been more sheep’s-head
caught here this season than I have ever known. . I have seen a dozen
in the market at once.

S_cup bhave been much more abundant this year than at any time-
ggrilndg the last five or six years;.still, not so plenty as at some former

riods,

The blue-fish have not shown themselves very plenty yet this year;
they have been rather scarce. There have not been 8o many as last
year, up to the present time. .

Ithink the squeteague have been as plenty as ever before ; they have
been very plenty indeed. _

About.the time that the blue-fish come, the scup disappear.

There is no doubt but that the great majority of the fish are destroyed
while in their spawn or small fry. - :

In May the spawn of the scup is found in différent degrees of devel-
Opment ; while some are quite ready to spawn, others have it developed
but little. Some have no spawn in them. I saw six cleaned in the
month of May, of which only one had spawn; there might have been
the same number taken, and every one had spawn in it. .

We catch in our traps and pounds the scup in largest quantity ; next
come the sea-bass; then, squeteague; then, blue-fish; and then the
g:ci;i(i)sh, called- the brail, the pucker-mouth, and the flounder; then,

utog.

The great bulk of the fish caught in the pounds goes to New York.

- I have known scup sold as low as fifty cents a barrel, five or six years
8go. They sometimes sell fish for just what they can get, because they
chDOt be kept long enough to get them to market. Sea-bass bring
‘t"e :‘19 the same price as scup generally—about five centsa pound. Sque-
cen%gf_brmg four cents; blue-fish, five cents; flat-fish, from two to three
here. - many have been sold for two cents each. Very few fish are salted

rf’ except the herring.

de}lha»d.en are second to scup in number of pounds caught; they are
use . or oil and bait. One gang caught 1,500 barrels of menhaden last
week. There gre three or four oil-works on this island. This season is
reported to be the begt; for many years for menhaden. For bait they are
sold for a dollay g barrel, and sometimes a dollar and a half. When
sold for manure, they bring about thirty cents a barrel. The purse-néts -
supply the dil-works generally with menhaden.
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JOHEN D. SWAN- : .

I have been fishing about forty-eight years, with hook and line; have
never used traps or seines of any kind—nothing more than agill-net for
herring for bait. Ihave fished about Brenton’s Reef, mostly for black-
fish, (tautog.) I think tautog is about as plenty this year as last; but
not so plenty as five years ago. FEighteen or twenty years ago, in two
hours I could get as many as I wanted. Then we got four or five cents
a pound at retail; now we get eight cents. If we get fifty poundsaday
now’, and work hard, we do a pretty good business. I sell to families;
dealers give only about five cents a pound. :

Ihave not seen a scup this season in the water. We used to catch
them when fishing for tautog. I have not seen the run of young scup
that there is so much said about; I have not seen young scup this year
in greater quantity than usual.

We did not formerly catch scup with the hook until ten days after
they were seen. They used to run so thick that they would crowd one
another up out of water. There was one place where they run over a
point where the water was nine feet deep, and they were so thick as to
be crowded out of water, I went there thisspring in the month of May,
~and did not see a scup there. .

Mr. SouTHWIOK. It was reported that seup have been seen there,

Mr. SwaN. Scup have been dwindling off ever since the traps ap-
peared, and T attribute the diminution to the traps.

Mr. SouTHEWICK, I think it is due to some increase of enemies. I
think all fish, if left alone, would multiply at certain periods and become
very numerous, until their particular enemies increased and destroyed
their spawn. We know that all spawn has enemies. I do not think
there has been 8o much decrease as is asserted; I think it has been
principally in the bays and not in the waters generally. They are
scarce in the’ bay from over-fishing by the great number of fishermen
around the shores. In fishing for bass, they will play with the bass they
hook until he drives all the other fish away. I think that has an effect
on the bass. The scup, I think, are affected by the impurities of the
water in coming up the bay. The appearance of the blue-fisk and the
impurities of the waters from the manufactories keep out the scup.

. Mr. SwaN. I have not caught a blue-fish this year except when fish-
ing for bass; they are not plenty enough to be worth fishing for.

Mr. SouTEWIoK. My observation shows that the blue.fish have been
less than last year, They struck in very scattering. :

Question. When were scup first seen this season ¥ : .

Mr. SOUTHWIOR. Somewhere about the third of May, at Pine-Tree
Cove. Frequently we do not' see them, though they are in the water.
They swim slowly and almost always with the tide. I think they drift
backward and forward with the tide; unless frightened, they never go .
against the tide. :

Mr. OBED K1nG. There is not three days difference between Watch
Hill and Gay Head. This season they caught scup at Gay Head first.

Mr. SourEWICK. I used to think it was safe not to put in my net at
Pine-Tree Oove till I heard of thé fish being caught down near the light-
boat, off the mouth of the harbor. That was so well established as being
safe to act upon, that I should not hesitate now to act upon it. For
three years, I think, the 10th, 11th, and 12th of May were first days on
which scup were caught. This year they seined them about the 3d of
May. Sea-bass were more plenty at Saughkonet this year than last.

Mr. SWAN. I have not found them so plenty.

Mr. SOUTHWICK. I fished at Pine-Tree Cove five years, and for the



PRESENT CONDITION OF THE FISHERIES. 13

first four years I did not exceed four or five hundred pounds a month.
This year I got at some single hauls more than during the whole former
Season. ILast year I got as many as twelve or fifteen hundred-weight.
I do not know the cause of the diminution of the scup, but I think they
may have diminished from the same cause that many other fish have
that were never caught in our traps, such as the bull’s-eye; the old fisher-
men say they used to catch them in large quantities.

Mr. SWAN. They used to be here every season. They disappeared
twenty-five years ago. There is not one to ten striped bass that there
used to be. They catch the small ones by hundreds, in the traps, early
in the season. _

Mr. SourEWIOK. We take up the. traps after May, and do not put
them down again at all. The heart-seines are kept down through the
season, because the heart-seines do not need watching, and you can go
and get the fish out at any time, the fish remaining in them. The traps
are best when the fish come in large bodies. We catch menhaden in
the traps sometimes, but we have to work very quick. The heart-seines
are supposed to catch all the time.

Mr. KING. Nine out of ten of the fish have spawn in them in the
spring ; they are slow and lie around, and will not runl out of a square
trap. ~ Gill-nets are used around here too; they catch blue-fish in them
outsxd_e, but they are much more scarce than formerly. They say scup
are blind when they first come, but it is not so; they move slow because
they are full of spawn. Large bass are caught here in the winter, in
deep water, with clam-bait, but they are slow in biting. In one winter
they were thrown up in great numbers on Block 1sland, frozen to death.

he pucker-mouth is caught in winter in shallow water ; the other flag
fish go into deeper water.

Mr. Swan. 1 caught a Spanish mackerel about twenty yearsago. We
should not get many now were it not tor the traps.

Mr. SouTEWIOK. They are caught only iu the Leart-seines, because the
Square traps are taken ap before they come in. )

I. SWAN. I can remember when the blue-fish first came in; they did
Xot cateh them when 1 was a boy. It must have been forty years ago
Wwhen, at one time that I had been fishing for tautog, I trolled for blue-
fish, and got several that day. Twenty years ago we could catch scup
ln any quantity, but since the traps came in they dwindled off. -

r. SouTEWIOK. Nobody disputes the fact that scup have of late years
been less plenty than formnerly. They showed themselves quite plenty
last year.” Near Bristol Ferry they caught them in plenty.

r. KiNG. There were not so many barrels shipped to New York this
year as last. ‘ '

- Mr. SourHEWICK. That is no criterion. The great bulk of the fish are
Sent directly to New York from the traps in vessels.
laét - KIN@. There have not been half so many vessels on the river as

Season. I have not caught three scup in three years.
than i SoUTEWICK. The pounds about Point Judith have taken more
v 10 10 any year for three years; that is the general jnformation. There
18 one trap, near the Spouting Rock at Watch Hill, which has been more
successful in getti & scup this year than for a nuamber of years.

WILLIAM Denygg, Esq.:

Question. Have v, id a i the political economy of
this ﬁShillg"questioi ;1 paid any attention to P

Answer. I am g Newporter, and am here every &ear fo.r about two






