XIV.—NATURAL HISTORY OF SOME OF THE MORE
IMPORTANT FOOD-FISHES OF THE SOUTH SHORE
OF NEW ENGLAND.

I—THE SCUP.
" Stenotomus argyrops, (Linn.,) Gill.

‘Common names : Porgy ; porgee;! scup; scuppaug; mishcup.

"This species has a lesger variety of names than most others belonging
‘to our coast, it being known in the Southern States, and northward to
New Jersey, as porgy; while in Long Island Sound, and on the south
coast of New England, it is the familiar scup or scuppaug, from.mish-
cip-patiof of the Narragansett Indians.? In the time of Roger Williams
its English appellation was bream, from the resemblance to the British
fish of that name. Its southern range, as stated by Dr. Holbrook, ex-
tends to Cape Florida, and it occurs on the southern coast throughout
the year, most abundantly, however, in June and July. It makes its
appearance, at least in considerable quantity, on the coast of New Eng-
land, about the middle of May, although the advance guard of very large
fish arrive sometimes as early as the middle of April, and it is most
abundant toward the 1st of June, and arrives in successive detachments
-or “runs,” differing in size, the smallest fish coming last. The first run
on the southern coast of New England, as stated, takes place about the
beginning of May, and consists of large breeding fish, weighing from 2
to 4 pounds, and measuring up to 18 inches or more in length. The
spawn is quite well developed at that time, and is said to be at first red, but
gradually to become light yellow as it matures. The particular time and
place, however, of laying the eggs, is not yet known, although it is prob-
.able that this occurs early in June, since the schools are said to break
up about the middle of that month, and the fish to scatter. It is thonght
probable that the spawning takes place in the eel-grass which covers the
shoal waters of Narragansett Bay and Vineyard Sound.
- According to the fishermen generally, the scup, on first coming into the
- ghores, do not take the hook readily, being apparently too much ocecu-
pied in the business of reproduction, and two weeks usunally elapse be-
fore they can be caught in this way. They present themselves in large
schools of immense extent, and moving very slowly, at about the rate of
three miles an bhour, From the testinony presented before the com-
.mittee of investigation of the Rhode Island legislature, they appear
to come from the south and west, as when they enter Narragansett Bay
they strike the western shore and move up along its edge. They are
said, however, to drift slowly backward and forward with the tide, es-
pecially at the entrance of this bay. At this time they are very slug-
gish, and are said sometimes to appear as if blind, and can frequently -
be taken with the hand or a very short scoop-net.

1 Not to be confounded with pogy or poagie, which is the menhaden.
. 3Roger Williams, Key to the Language of America, London, 1643. (Puablications of
Narragansott Club, T, page 138, 1866; J. H. Trumbull, editor.) = .




NATURAL HISTORY OF IMPORTANT FOOD-FISHES. 229

According to Oaptain Edwards, 6f Wood’s Hole, in proceeding to
their breeding-grounds, on the coast of New England, they are taken at
Montauk Point three weeks earlier than at Wood’s Hole, and a week
earlier at Wood’s Hole than at Hyannis, still farther east.

The scup feed upon a great variety of marine animals, such as worms,
small crustaceans, mollusks, &e., and take the Look very freely during
the greater part of their stay ; in fact, the smaller ones become veritable
nuisances to the fishermen, from the readiness with which they pounce
upon the baited hook whenever thrown overboard.

The flesh of the scup is very much prized by most persons, as it is
firm and flaky, and usually sweet, although occasionally a bitter flavor
detracts from its palatability. Since the settlement of the coast by the
whites, it has been by far the most important food-fish of Fisher and
Vineyard Sounds, Narragansett Bay, and of Buzzard’s Bay; and the
rapid diminution in number has caused the greatest solicitude.

The seup is but little known, as far a8 accounts go, on the north side
of Cape Cod; indeed, Dr. Storer states that they were introduced into
Massachusetts Bay about 1833, and that they are taken only occasion-
ally at the present date. Of their abundance on the south coast of New
England in former times, almost ineredible accounts are given. Thus,
according to J. D. Swan, of Newport, at one place in Narragansett Bay,
where the schools ran over a point where the water was 9 feet deep, they
were 80 thick as to crowd each ather out of the water. (See page 12 of
the present report.) Mr. E. E. Taylor could catch five hundred fish in
the morning and return in time to peddle them off in Newport, and then
go out in the afternoon and get as many more. (Page 27.) Six hundred

- Darrels have been taken at oue haul of the seine at Tuckernuck, near
Nantucket. (Page 40.) Captain Hallett has taken in one morning eight
hundred scup, weighing 500 or 600 pounds, and eighteen boats have
loaded 8 smack in a single day, (page 48.) Mr. Ryder, at the head of
Buttermilk Bay, which opens out of Buzzard’s Bay, twenty years ago
could cateh three boat-loads in a tide. In 1861, at Seconnet, 700 barrels
were turned out of the traps because there was no sale for them. A
subsequent - capture netted only 18 cents a barrel,

The testimony of residents along the coast all tends to show that,
antil within not more than eight or ten years, scup, of large size, could
be taken with a hook throughout the summer, at any point near the
shore, from Point J udith to Cape Cod, almost as rapidly as a line with
two baited hoolks could be thrown over and hauled in.

The case, however, at the present date, is very different. J.arge num-
Dbers, it is true, are caught in traps and pounds for a few days-in the
spring, as the fish are on their way to their spawning-ground ; -atter which
only scattering individuals are taken in nets, and so few by lines as to

- remove them cntirely out of the speculations of the fishermen, except,

* perhaps, on the coasts of New York and New Jersey. :

In 1871 the diminution, even as compared with that of 1870, was very
evident in most localities; Captain Hallett, of Hyannis, stating that
not one-fourth as many were taken as in the-previous year. (Page 48.) 7
 The scup is a fish that grows with rapidity, and at two years 18 almost
of sufficient size to be marketable. Throughout the summer young fish
of the spring spawning are to be seen floating aronud in the eel-grass
and over the sandy bottoms, having attained a length of from 23 to 3%
inches by the 1st of October. When these fish re-appear the next sea-
son, thus completing one year of existence, they measure abiout 6 inches,”
six to eight or nine weighing a pound; and by the 1st of September at-
tain an average length of 8 inches, including .the tail, and a breadth of
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3 inches. (Twelve individuals, measured on the 31st of August, measured
from 7.75 to 9 inches in length, and from 2.75 to 3.25 inches in breadth,
not including the dorsal and anal fins.) On the 8th of September twenty-
five of this age weighed 43 pounds, or an average of little over 3 ounces
each, In'the third year of existence, or at the age of two years, they
have increased considerably, though not so rapidly as was once sup-
posed, measuring, on their re-appearance, about 10 inches, with an aver-
age weight of one-half pound. Six weighed in New Bedford, October
9, averaged but little over 5 ounces each, while the average of those on
the stalls in New York, October 17, was a little over 8 ounces. After
this they grow more quickly. One hundred and ninety-nine, presumed
to be three years’ fish, weighed on the 6th of September, averaged 13
pounds each, and measured about 12 inches in length by 4% inches in
width, some individuals being larger and some smaller. The female fish
of the second year not unfrequently contains mature eggs. It is in the
fifth year, or after the lapse of four years from birth, that the scup pre-
sents its finest development; specimens believed to be of this age
measured 14 or 15 inches by 5 to 6 inches or more, with a weight of 24
to 3 pounds. They, however, still continue to grow, specimens being not
unfrequently met with 18 inches long, and weighing 4 pounds and even
more. The dimensions may belong to fish of six or more years of age;
more probably, however, of five years, It is, of course, impossible to do
more than give average estimates of the weight and size of tish of the
same age, the differences probably depending on the fact whether they
were spawned by old or young fish, and the period when the eggs were
laid, this extending over a considerable length of time in each locality,
although the great majority of fish undoubtedly spawn at nearly the
same season.

Abundant as the scup has been during the greater part of the present
century, there appears to be good evidence to show that prior to the
year 1800 there was at least one period, if not more, when it was ex-
tremely rare. Accordin'g to Mr. Southwick, (page 11,) there is a tradi-
tion that they firsk occurred at Newport about 1793, the sheep’s-head dis-
appearing about the same time. Mr. Lyman, in an article on the possible
exhaustion of the sea fisheries, written in 1871, also quotes some nega-.
tive evidence of the abscuce of this fish at Compton, Rhode Island, from
1794, to 1803, the “sheep’s-head” (more probably the tautog is meant)
being spoken of as common, and the scup not mentioned.

Mr. John C. Parker, an octogenarian of FFalmouth, Massachusetts,
states that-the scup were observed there, according to his father’s state-
ment, sometime after 1790, and had become quite abundant by 1814, On

“the other hand, however, in 1621, again quoting from Mr. Lyman, Mas-
sasoit entertained his half-famished Puritan visitors with ¢fishes like
breamn, but three times ro big, and better meat;” this fact, with the
description, being applicable to.no other fish than the scap. The Euro-
pean sea bream is very similar to the scup, and would readily be referred
to the same species by the unobservant traveler. -

Again, Roger Williams, in his ¢ Key to the Language of the Indians,”
speaking of the scup says, ‘“mushcup, the bream.” «Qf this fisk there
is abundance, which the natives dry in the sun and smoke, and some
Euglish begin to salt. Both ways they keep all the year, and it is hoped
they may be as well accepted as cod at market, and betser if once
known.” We find no reference to the occurrence of the fish from this
date, 1642, up to 1794.

The time of the arrival of the scup on the coast varies with the local-
ity. The young probably spend the winter in our sonthern waters or
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out in the Gulf Stream, but in the spring commence their migration
either along the coast or from the deep seas toward the waters on the
south coast of New England. The latter supposition is the more proba-
ble, a¥ no scup are taken on the southern coast of anything like the size
of the breeders that visit New England, making their appearance at
once in a huge body, extending, apparently, from Block Island to Mar-
tha’s Vineyard. |

The western division of this army appears to strike first at Watch
Hill, to the west of Pgint Judith, and to make its way slowly along east-
ward, the smaller or eastern division moving through Vineyard Sound.
According to Captain Luce, the Menewsha pounds take the scup three
days or a week earlier than the pounds at Lombard’s Cove, and nearly
two weeks earlier than at the guano-works at Wood’s Hole. The
progress of this fish is at first very slow, scarcely exceeding a tew miles
a day, and their movements appeat to be largely regulated by the flow of
the tide, going forward with the flood, and partly retrograding with the
ebb. According to Mr. Whalley, (page 24,) of Narragansett Pier, it oc-
cupies about four tides,or two days,in moving from Point Judith to
Seacounet -Poiut. ) . ,

The precise period of their reaching the coast varies with the season,
although their abundance generally occurs from the 5th to the 12th of
May. In 1871 the fish appeared much earlier than usual, and were on
the shore before traps were down in readiness for their capture. Their
occurrence was about the 15th to the 25th of April. Breeding-scup
were taken at Hyannis the same year on the 27th of' April, at least two
weeks earlier than nsual. They were taken in the fish-pound at Wood’s
Hole on the 27th of April, but were most abundant on the 8th of May.
In 1872 the season was late, and a few scattering scup were talen at
‘Wood’s Hole from the 10th to the 13th of May, but were most abundant
at a later date. On the 17th of May 10 barrels were taken, and 150
barrels on the 9th of June, Some of those captured in the middle of
May were of unusual size, weighing 4 pounds and over. At Newport
they were most abundant on the 15th of May, or two days earlier than
at Wood’s Hole. Here, too, the number of mature fish was less than
usual, but the average sizo greater. Over 1,000 barrels were taken in.
Luce’s pound, at Menemsha Bight. It is mentioned as an unusual oc-
currence, that in the spring ot 1872 large fish were caught in purse-nets
five or ten miles off the shore of Newport, mostly with spawn, although
very poor and thin.

As already remarked, the fishermen on the coast distinguish three
runs of scup: the first, consisting of mature breeding fish, comiug in from
the 10th of April to the 20th of May, accordiug to the season, varying
in size from 1} or 2 to 4 pounds; these represent the fish of three years
old and upward. A second and separate run is said to be about ten days
later, (sometimes nearly simuitaneous,) and embraces fish of abouta pound.
This run is the largest in point of nuinbers, and, as already stated, has
many spawning-fish in it, although not generally as many as the first run.
Both these runs, according to Mr. Church, of Tiverton, are character-
ized by the presence of well-marked dark bars, something like those of
the sheep’s-head. The third run, according to the same authority, is
without stripes. This comes in about ten days later, and embraces
. the scup weighing from one-fourth to one-half of a pound, evidently fish
of the preceding year’s hatching, and about twelve months old. These,
fish, according to Mr. Church, are hot marketable, largely in consequence
of their heatiug through and spoiling before they can be iced.

An apparently unusual occurrence in the history of the scup took
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place in the spring of 1871, namely, the great number of young fish of
the previous year, or those of the third run. These, however, besides
their unusual abundauce, were more mixed up with the first and second
runs than usual. They swarmed in all the pounds, and, indeed, gave a
great deal of trouble in the well-meant efforts of the fishermen to turn
them out without injury. It is said that as many as 10,000 barrels were
taken at one time in a single pound in Narragansett Bay in the middle
of May, and a similar abundance was recorded by the fishermen along
the entire coast, although in many localities the maximum was not seen
until the end of June. The cause of this unexpected and unusual phe-
nomenon is one that is difficult to explain. Although many fishermen
insisted that these fish were hatched in 1871, it is quite certain that if
80, they were not hatched in New England waters during that year, It
has even been suggested that they may have been spawned in more
southern waters very early in the scason, subsequently moving forward
to occupy the feeding-grounds of the New England coast. This hypoth-
esis is, however, negatived by the statement of Thomas James, (page
185,) that late in the fall of 1870 his nets were filled with immense num-
bers of small scup of that season.

If these fish were really, as asserted, so much smaller than the sup-
posed yearlings as to induce the impression that they were of the same
year’s spawning, it may be that they belonged to a late hatching of 1870.
But as far as I could judge, fromn many observations, they were about
the average represented by one year’s growth. They grew very rapidly,
80 that by the end of September they measured ncarly 6 inches iu length.
They continued along thescoast in great abundance, and furnished cap-
ital sport for juvenile fishermen in taking them from the wharves; and
when a seine was haualed in the small bays, bushels could be readily cap-
tured, although they were too small to be of any special service as food.

As expected, the small scup, to which reference was made as being
very abundant in 1871, made their appearance again in 1872, of consid-
erably larger size, weighing from a quarter to a half pound, and were
marketed in large numbers. They were sent to New York, but were not
very popular among the wholesale dealers. The persistence of this in-
crease was more marked at Newport than elsewhere, where they were
more plenty, according to the statements of several parties, than they
had been for quite a number of years. As many as 10,000 barrels, ac-
cording to Mr. Southwick, were turned out from the pounds outside of
Narragansett Bay on the 2lst of May. It is, however, not certdin
whether they were one or two years old. At Wood’s Hole a similar in-
crease of ‘medium-sized fish was observed, but all agreed, as well at New-
port as elsewhere, that there was nothing like the show of small scup
which appeared in 8o marked a manper in 1871. The fish were evidently
spawned in 1870, and were, of course, two years old in the summer of
1872, For this reason it is possible that after the Present generation has
reached maturity and been caught up, a scarcity of this particular
species of fish may again be experienced. Both at Newport and farther
east, scup of unusually large size were taken, some of them measuring
18 or 19 inches in length, with a weight of 4 pounds. But few of these,
however, were captured with the hook, and they were taken during a few
weeks only byithe traps. ]

If the traps and pounds exercise so detrimnental an influence upon the
spawning fish as has been asserted, we could understand the appearance
of yearling scup in unusual numbers in 1872, as it is well known that,
owing to their unusually early appearance in 1871, they had been on
their grouunds some time before the nets were set for their capture. In
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this way a large number would be able to discharge their spawn without
any. interruption, the result of which should have been seen in an in-
creased number of young fish. This reasoning, however, would hardly
explain the presence of so many young fish in 1871, since the traps were
in position in 1870, before the spawning fish arrived. :

According to Mr. Edwards, scup were still more scarce than usual at
Wood’s Hole in 1872 up to the 1st of July, a few small ones only being
seen, and none of any size taken with the hook. After that date, how-
ever, the two-year fish made their appearance in considerable numbers.

In reference to the movemeat of the scup in Narragansett Bay, the
testimony taken both by the Rhode Island commission, and by Mr. Theo-
dore Lyman and myself, was quite contradictory, some maintaining that
they enter by the west passage, and, passing round the north end, fall
into the traps set for them in the eastern passage ; others insisting that
the fish enter botli passages at the same time. The general impression,
howeveyr, seemed to be that the army of old fish did not pass up into the
bay, but that probably while the main body kept along the shore, from
headland to headland, only those that were originally spawned up the
bay turned off and proceeded up toward its head. The success of the
traps at Seaconnet is probably due in large part to the peculiar funnel-
shape of the river, by which the fish at flood-tide would be carried out
of their course. The traps there being always set toward the north, it
is likely that during the flood the fish pass up along the channel, and as
the tide turns, losing their diregtion, they are scattered toward the
shores, and in following down the ebb are taken in the traps. ‘

According to Captain Thomas Hiuckley, after passing Seaconnet Point
and entering Btizzard’s Bay, the scup keep along the northern-shore and
make almost the entire circuit of the bay before appearing at Quisset
Harbor and Wood’s Hole, their appearance being always later there
than at the head of the bay or about New Bedford. Whether it is the
fish alone that belong to Buzzard’s Bay that enter it, or whether others
pass directly Letween the Elizabeth Islands and Martha’s Vineyard, is
not yet satisfactorily ascertained. We know, howerver, that they reached
‘Waquoit, the first pound on the north side of Vineyard Sound, in 1871
as early as April 25, but that the largest numbers were taken from the
10th to the 13th of May. This gives about a week's difference between
this point and Newport. :

On the south side of Vineyard Sound the fish are netted at Menem-
sha Bight, where there are several large and effective pounds, three
days or a week earlier than at Lombard’sCove, and nearly.two weeks
earlier thau at the Wood’s Hole. pound. '

According to Mr. Luce, breeding-fish enter the tidal pends-on the
north sido of Martha’s Vineyard (formerly in large numbers,)where they
spawn, accomplishing this operation by the end of June, the ‘ponds
being filled with young in August. As soon as frost comes these fish
leave for their winter abode.

As a general rule, in their movement along the coast the scup are not
found in water shallower than a few fathoms ; and it sometimes happens,
in the course of heavy storms, that in consequence of the discoloration
of the water near the shore, the fish move farther out to sea, and on such
occasions measurably escape falling into the traps.

The scup is very largely a bottom-feeder, and depends very much upon
mollusks or shell-fish for subsistence. I have been informed by the fish-
ermen that they may frequently be seen feeding upon Small ‘bivalves
of different species, rooting them out of the sand or mud. The stom-
achs of about two hundred 13-pound scup were examined at one time in -
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the beginning of September. These almost exclusively, contained shells
of various genera, with some worms, and a few amphipods,

Like all other small fish, they are devoured by their more rapacious
fellows, and very largely by blue-fish, notwithstanding a general impres-
sion to the contrary. The extent to which this takes place will be con-
sidered under the head of the blue-fish. Halibut, cod, sharks, and other
ground-feeders, likewise use them up in great numbers.

As already remarked, #he breeding-fish do not appear to feed on their
first arrival, being then too much occupied in carrying out the reproduct-
ive funetion. As, however,they san be taken with the hook about thelst
of June, we may infer that this is about the time they begin to feed for
themselves. The younger fish probably feed as soon as they reach the
shores. No remains of fish have hitherto been fouund in the stomachs of
scup, and we may conclude that they are not piscivorous.

Although the period and tbe general region where the eggs are depos-
ited has been pretty well ascertained, I regret that nothing is known of
the peculiar method by which this is accomplished. I have been in-
formed (page 47) that on hauling up of anchors of boats that have been
Iying over night in two fathoms of water, the rope is frequently found
coated with spawn sticking upou it. The eggs are doubtless fertilized
as discharged, and probably adhere to the gravel, grass, and other ob-
jects at the bottom; but as to the precise period of development, noth-
ing is known.

The scup, like other shore-fish, not unfrequently suffer from changes
of weather. Mr. Southwick informed me that he has evidence to show
that in the early part of Mayin 1809, 1817, and 1838, after a cold spell in
each of those years, large numbers were thrown on the'shore. On the
29th of November, 1871, there was a fall of snow at Wood’s Hole, and
the next day scup and sea-bass came ashore in considerable num-
bers, generally, according to Mr. Edwards, about ten scup to every yard
along the shore for a considerable distance. They were, however, all small
fish. While scup were in greatest abundance, the other fish observed
were sea-bass, butter-fish, mullet, &e. Similar facts have been observed
in regard to tautog, which indeed seemed to suffer very much more than
scup from this agency.. .

As may be inferred from what has already been said, the market at
the present time is supplied with scup from the spring traps and pounds,
the capture by these means baving become almost entirely exclusive,
Formerly, however, they could be taken with the hook from the latter
end of May until the end of October, and in any desired abundance.
There is no fish on the American coast that bites so frecly when abun-

“dant, and which can be captured with so much ease.

am informed by Mr. Dunbam that in the deep holes of the pond at
Nantucket, where he has been with his boat, he has sometimes thrown
a stone overboard so as to give the scup a start toward the shore, and
then following and throwing his dog.overboard, he has driven the fish
clear out of the water upon the beach, and has taken as many as five
hundred in this way at one time. A similar mode of capture was re-
ported to me as having taken place in the pond at Menemsha Bight.

The value of the scup as a marketable fish varies, of course, with the
supply ; and while they have been sold in early times as low as from 10
to 25 cents a barrel, and were used as a manure, they are now too scarce
for any such purpose. They were worth in 1871 from 6 to 8 cents a
pound at Newport and about 2 cents at Hyannis. At New Bedford they
generally brought 10 cents as & maximum price. ' )

On the coast of Carolina they are said to prefer deep, clear water,






