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THE STURGEON FISHERY OF DELAWARE RIVER AND BAY.

By Joun N. Cosp,
Agent of the United States Fish Commission.

The great decline in the catch of sturgeon in American waters has
attracted the earnest attention of all who are interested iu the fisheries.
This decline has not been peculiar to the American fisheries, but is
noted in nearly all countries in which sturgeon fishing is prosecuted.

The principal sturgeon fisheries of the United States are in Delaware
Bay and River, the Great Lakes, South Oarolina, and Columbia River.
The Delaware fishery, of which the present paper treats, exceeds all
others. Itis carried on from Pennsylvania, Delaware, und New Jersey,
although the interests of Pennsylvania are very slight.

Both the common sturgeon (Acipenser sturio Linna:us) and the short-
nosed sturgeon (Acipenser brevirostris Le Sueur) are found in the Dela-
ware River, but only the former is put to any commercial use there.
It attains a large size, a length of 10 feet being not uncomumon. A.
brevirostris rarely exceeds 3 feet in length, and therefore is not gilled
in the large-meshed nets used. Some are probably taken at the shore
seine fisheries along the river and in the shad gill nets.

«~ HISTORY OF THE FISHERY.

The earliest settlers to this country were especially struck at the
immense numbers of sturgeon seen in the Delaware, and their letters to
the home folks in England and Germany contain frequent references
‘testifying to their wonderment. Mr. William E. Meehan, in ¢ Fish,
Fishing, and Fisheries of Pennsylvania,”* writes as follows:

William Penn made special note of this fish. Peter Kalm speaks of it, and others
tell of its capture and great size. Until comparatively o fow years ago sturgeous
were still plentiful. Men not yet 60 years old say that even after they had passed
their majority it was not an uncommon sight to seoc several sturgeon during a pingle
trip between Camden and Yhiladelphia, jumping in the river.

Mr. Samuel Williams, a resident of Burlington, N. J., now in his eighty-fourth yoar,
says that when he was a boy on one occusion he went with his father on o shad-fishing
trip in the lower Delaware and during it he saw thousands of this huge fish. Once
on this trip his father and companions were compelled to take their nets in with
great speed in order to save them from utter destruction; as it was, many fathums
were badly torn by this fish. The sturgeon passed their boats in such vast numbers
that in a little while the occupants had killed and secured eleven. This was as
many amthey could take home and, as the run continued, they slew many more on
the principle that it was a fish not only of scarcely any value, but was actually &
nuisance in the river on account of the damage caused the nets.

* Report of the State [Penna.] Commi;s-ioners of Fisheries for the years 1892, 1893,
1894, pp. 267-392. 1896. ‘ o
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Mr. Larzalero states that when he was a young man one night he, with a number of
young men and women, went rowing on the Delaware in two boats. While procecd-
ing up the river only a few feet apart a large sturgeon, 6 or 7 feet long, jumped from
the water and nearly capsized one of the boats, and the occupants were thoroughly
drenched and frightened. The same gentleman also stated that William Stockton,
tho father of the Rev. Thomas H. Stockton, for a space chaplain of the House of
Representatives at Washington, was at one timo out boating when i large sturgeon
actually jumped into the boat and was secured.

Mr. John Feunimore related the following:

““Many years ago there was a little steamboat which plied the Delaware above
Philadelphia called the Sally. On each side, near hor bows, were two large round
windows, which, in the summer time, were often open. One day when the Saily
was on one of its t:i{)s up the river, a large sturgeon in jumping made such a leap
that it passed clear through one of these windows and landed in the vessel, where it
was killed.”

Stories like the foregoing are quite common and many .of them are well authenti-
cated, and they serve as nothing olse can to illustrate how numerous this species of
fish were in the Delawure River, for until recent years the sturgeon scomed to be
little osteemed by the people living along this great stream. Nearly all the old
fishermen say that in their boyhood days fow ate sturgeon except the colored poople,
though occasionally a family would fry a fow steaks and serve them with cream.
The roe was considered worthless except as bait with which to catch eels and perch
or to feed to the hogs. From 3 to 4 cents a pound were the best prices that could be
obtained rotail ror the meat, and it was not often that more than 25 or 30 cents
could Le had for a whole fish.

Mr. John Fennimore made a praoctice of fishing for sturgeon with nets at Dunks
Ferry, now Bristol, in the latter part of the twenties and until about 1835. Mr. Van-
schiver and Mr, McoElroy, two other fishermen of that neighborhood, also carried on
the same Lusiness. They used a 12-inch mesh and drew their nets over the bar near
the Pounsylvania side, a favorite spot for the sturgeon. Sometimes 25 or 30 were
taken at 2 single haul, The fish brought very little money, however, seldom more
than 30 cents apiece, and sometimes us low as 124 cents. Mr. Williams says that a
favorite mothod with many fishermen of catching sturgeon in the mouth of August,
prior to 1835, was with the barpoon, and that the favorite spot for this method was
about Dutch Island, near Bordentown.

The exact time wheu the fishery for sturgeon was taken up to any
considerable extent is doubttul. Mr. Benedict Blohm, of Penns Grove,
N. J., was undoubtedly one of the earliest to engage in the business
with gill nets, and was the first to put up caviar, which he did about
the year 1853. Tor a nuwber of years the business struggled along,
owing to the low price received for caviar and the prejudice prevailing
against the use of the flesh. After 1870 the business expanded very
rapidly. Previous to the use of special gill nets for sturgeon many were
taken in the shore seine fisheries, 117 being obtained in one haul of
the Iancy Hill Iishery in Gloucester County in the early seventies.
Very little use was made of these for a long time; but, as people began
to develop a taste for the sturgeon flesh, the fish was sold to peddlers,
who dressed them and peddled the meat throughout the surrounding
country. Of late years, however, but few are taken in the seiifs.

The smoking of sturgeon flesh was begun on a small scale in New
York City about 1857, and later in Philadelphia. This has caused a
fairly steady demand for the flesh at a remunerative price, and has
been a large factor in the great development of the industry.
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The first person to engage in the business in Pennsylvania waters
with gill nets was Mr. Henry Schacht, of Chester, in 1873. He located
first on Ridley Creek, whence he removed to Chester Creek. A few
years later he purchased Monas Island, opposite Chester. P:Iere, by
means of piles, he built a pen in which he could keep the fish alive until
the market price was satisfactory.

SEASON, ABUNDANCE OF FISH, ETC.

The fishing season usually begins the early part of April and closes
about,the middle of June, depending on the run of fish—sometimes
closing earlier, and again, if fish are plentiful, continuing until the end
of the legal season, June 30. The movements of the fish during the
8eason are thus described by Professor Ryder:*

As the season advances the spawning schools move upward from the salt waters
of the Delaware Bay, and in the neighborhood of Fort Delaware and Delaware City,
45 miles south of Philadelphia, where they pass into brackish or noarly fresh water.
From this point southward 20 miles, and northward as iguny more, it is probable
that a large part of the spawning now occurs. Those that escupe the meshes of the
hundreds of sturgeon'nets which are every day stretched across their spawning-
grounds go farther north to get rid of their burdens of ova.

The upward movements of the school seem to bo affected to some extent by & rise
of the prevalent temperature of the water and air, thus making the fishery for the
time more profitable. Conversely, a decline in the prevailing temperature is ofton
apparently followed by a diminution in the numbers of fish on their way up the
river, and u cold, late season retards the appearance of the fish from the salt watoers
farther south. A very rainy season, which has caused an unusually abundant flow
of fresh water down the river, also interferes with their early appearance in the
waters sbove Delaware City. This is supposed to be due to the fact that the
water bocomes fresh farther south than usual where the schools then remain to dis-
oharge their spawn. Tho fishing season at Delaware City is at its height during
the months of May and June, but fish are csught during the summer and autumn
and until as late as September and October.

There bas been an almost continnous decrease in the number of
sturgeon taken by the fishermen for some years back. One of the best
methods of showing this is from the average number of fish taken in
each gill net per season. The following information from the reports
of the U. 8. Fish Commission and from the statements of leading fish-
ermen and dealers will doubtless prove instructive: In 1890 the average
catch of sturgeon per net was 60; in 1891 it was about 55; in 1892, 43;
in 1893, 82; in 1894, 26; in 1895, 32; in 1896, 27; in 1897, 20; in 1898
it was only 14, while in 1899 it dropped as low as 8 fish to the net.

The table following shows the catch of sturgeon for the years 1890,
1891, 1892, and 1897 for all three States and the catch for New Jersey
alone in 1898. Pennsylvania and Delaware were not canvassed for
1898. The weights are for round fish, or just as taken from the water,
and the value of the caviar is included.

* The sturgeon and sturgeon industries of the eastern coast of the United States;
with an account of experiments bearing upon sturgeon culture, by John A. Ryder.
Bull, U. 8, Fish Comm, for 1888, pp. 231-328.
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Table showing the catch of sturgeon on the Dclaware River and Bay for the years 1890,
1891, 1892, 1897, and 1898.

1890. 1891. 1892 1897. t 1898.
State and county.
Lbs. |Value) Lbs. |Value. Lbs. |Value Lbs. [Value] Lbs. (Value.
Pennsylvania—
BuokB ........ 58,050 $810] 52,700 $640; 60,180 3728 985 L] PN I,
. DelAWATS coeeo|occraccaslescrnad]eaaeieaafiaciia]enaiiiia]enns - 8, 960, 207 eeiianas]enennnn
Total ....... 58,6500 810 52,700| 640 60,180 728 9,015  200l.......|.....
Delawaro— _
Nowcastle ....| 095,0600| 24,950(1,074,450 27,008| 877,680 21,9563| 312,300
Kent. ... 308,000 4,400] 230,350 8,380 173,010 2,557/ 143,100
SUBBOX.eescroe|raccrcanme|somanaafeosercacefenacca feceiiicai]innans l 11, 850
Total ....... 1, 301, 600( 29, 350)1, 304, 800, 30, 448|1, 051,600 24, 510: 467, 250
New Jorsoy—
Burlington
and Mercer Jeasaae- veetiemae|-sasenc|oancsenaileuanaan . ~300 8 *510| $24
Camden....oofoceeeaaaloaa.. JOTUTUTPN S I M *1, 000 25 *450 12
Salem...... , 170, 576| 78, 2173, 067, 740, 76, 8002, 738, 455| 66, 153.1 301 226 57,478; 873, 760| 62, 603
Cumberlan 483 350 11,233] 428,700 9,662 380,125} 7, 310| 647 915 27,403| 381,530! 31,605
Capo May ....jeeeececncfecennn. leeerecanas [ ....... 12, 750 2a.) 100,90 4,431 42,075 2,128
Total ....... 3, 662, 925 89, 450;3, 498, 440, 85, 362{3, 141, 330{ 63, 718'1 051, 421 89, 430.1, 298, 315] 06, 272

.
Grand total . |5, 023, 175119, 010i4, 853, minu, 450;4. 253, 100| 88, Mi

* Taken incidentally in seines. t Ponnsylvania and Delaware were not canvassed for 1898.

2,428, 816124, 8401, eevvcns|ceneenn

The best method of improving the condition of this fishery is by arti-
ficial propagation. In 1883 Prof. John A. Ryder, after an exhaustive
investigation, under the auspices of the United States Fish Commis-
sion, conclusively proved that this work was feasible if spawn could be
gecured in the proper condition; yet little, if anything, has been done
in this direction. Mr. L. G. Harron, under the auspices of the Com-
mission, took up the work at Delaware City, Del., in 1899, but unfor-
tunately he was unable to secure any ripe fish, so his eﬁorts came to
naught. The difficulty is in getting the ripe spawn and milt at the
game time, The soft spawn is the only kind that can be used by the
fish-culturist; as this can net be utilized by the fishermen in making
caviar, they would readily turn over to the Commission all that they
get. Some seasons, however, there-seems to be very little of this kind
of spawn to be had., The New Jersey fishesmen say that ripe spawners
are geuerally caught around Benny’s Buoy, about 6 miles below Bay-
gide, between the 10th and 17th of May. The buck sturgeon are usually
about a day or two behind. The Cohansey River empties into the bay
near here, and it is probable that the fresh water from the river causes
more favorable conditions for the spawning of fish.

The proper protection of the ¢ mammoses” or young sturgeon would
benefit the sturgeon fishery. For some years past these have been
destroyed by the shad gill-netters and other fishermen on the river and
bay merely because they injure the nets by their struggles. These
young sturgeon are very common as far up the river as the Trenton
Falls, and in 1898, 100 of them were captured in a shore fishery near
Newhope, I’a., but it is unusual to find them that far up theriver. There
is quite a widespread belief among the fishermen that the ¢ mammoses”
are not young sturgeon, or, at least, are not the young of the common






