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PLATE 6.

BRINGING SPONGES FROM THE VESSELS TO SPONGE WHARF AT KEY WEST.
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A SPONGE AUCTION AT ANCLOTE.



THIE SPONGE FISHERY OF FLORIDA IN 1900.

By Jonn N. Cons,
Agent of the United States 1ish Commission.

In 1901 the writer was detailed to make an investigation of the
commercial aspects of the fishery, and the following notes give com-
plete data showing its condition in the calendar year 1900:

GROUNDS, VESSELS, METHODS OF THE FISHERY, ETC. «

There are two well-detined arcas of the Florida coast in which spong-
ing is prosccuted.

A chain of **keys,” or islands, starts from the mainland at about
Miami, on the east coast, and extends, in the shape of a horn, far into
the Gulf of Mexico, the Dry Tortugas being the westernmost point of
the horn. In the waters surrounding most of these keys, and also
between the keys and the mainland as far as Cape Sable, sponges arce
found. This is called the “‘key grounds” and is worked exclusively
by spongers from Key West and the few inhabitants of the many
keys. The carliest sponging was on these grounds.

The ““bay grounds,” which are the most prolific, are on the west
coast, in the Gulf of Mexico, and extend from Johns Pass, a few
miles north of the entrance to Tampa Bay, to St. Mark’s light-house,
a distance of about 200 miles. Sponges are also found in the Gulf
between Tampa Bay and Cape Sable, but not in sufficient quantities to
justify making trips specially to this region.

The sponges taken from these grounds are classified as follows by the
spongers and buyers: Sheepswool, yellow, grass, velvet or boat, and
glove. A few other unimportant kinds, such as ¢ wire,” ““hardhead,”
ete., are generally included with those previously mentioned.

Vessels of a schooner or sloop rig, ranging from 5 to 46 tons (aver-
aging slightly over 11 tons), operate chiefly on the ““bay grounds,”
while small sloops, usually of less than 5 tons burden, work mainly on
the ““key grounds.” The larger vesscls, which average about $1,168

aNo cflort hns heen made to give theso subjects in detai), as they have been ecovered in other
reports, to which the render is referred as follows:

! ‘he If!uherics and Fishery Industries of the United States.  Tenth Census of the United States.

'l‘hc Fish and Fisheries of the Constal Waters of Florida. Rep. U, 8. Fish Com. 1896, pp. 263-342.
loll)lll:) Florida Commereinl Sponges. By Hugh M. Smith. Bull. U. 8. Fish Com. 1897, pp. 225-240,
l]g‘;(;yis on the Florida Sponge Fishery in 1899, By Iugh M. Smith., Bull. U. 8, Fish Com. 1899, pp.
49-151.

163



164 REPORT OF COMMISSIONER OF FISH AND FISHERIES.

in value, exclusive of outfit, carry from 5 to 13 men, while the smaller
vessels, which average in value about $780. including outfit, carry
crews of from 8 to 5 men.

The larger Key West vessels make three to four trips per vear to
the “bay grounds,” and some of them make one or two trips to the
“Jkey grounds.”  Iach ““bay” trip occupies about two months, while
the ““Jey” trip is made in about & month. The Tarpon Springs und
Apalachicola vessels average about five trips each year, each trip occu-
pying about two months. None of these latter vessels visits the ¢“ key
grounds.”

The ““bay ™ trips are usually arranged as follows:

The first trip begins about the first week of January, and ends from
the 10th to the 20th of March, the spongers working from the mouth of
Anclote River to St. Martins Reef, about 40 miles. Many of the
vessels do not make this trip, as the weather is usnally cold and windy.

The second trip begins about April 1 and ends from the 10th to the
20th of June. The grounds between Johns Pass and Cedar Key are
visited during this trip.

The next trip begins about July 1 and ends from the middle of August
to the 1st of September, and is also carried on between Johns Pass and
Cedar Key. This is usually the best trip of the year.

The fourth trip is called the *“hurricanc trip,” from the fact that it
is prosecuted during the hurricane scason, and lasts from the middle
of August to about the 10th of October, the same grounds heing visited
as on the two previous trips.

The last trip usually begins the early part of November and ends
December 20, the Rock Island grounds being visited.

A number of the vessels refit previous to the last trip, while others
wait until the first two months of the year for this purpose.

The erews work on shaves.  The owner, or ** outfitter,” furnishes the
food, fuel, hoats, apparatus, ete., for the trip. While sponging in
the ““bay” each member of the crew is assessed 35 cents per trip for
watchman’s fee at the *“kraals,” and 50 cents per trip for wood.  After
deducting these two items from the gross proceeds of the trip, the
vessel takes half of the remainder, and the other half is divided up
cqually among the crew. DBesides his regular share with the crow,
the captain gets 10 per cent of the vessel’s share, and each *hooker™
gets.one-fourth of one share from the vessel’s portion.  Should the
captain also be a ‘“hooker,” which is generally the case, he only gots
his regular 10 per cent,

The same division of proceeds is followed on the ““key ™ trips, except
that there arc no charges for watchmen and for wood. The men gen-
erally camp on the keys where wood and water are convenient, and as
settlers are scarce in this region the ““kraals” do not have to he guarded.

The only upparatus used in this fishery is the sponge hook, o three-
toothed curved hook attached to poles of varying lengths, according
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to the depth of water in which the sponger is working, and the sponge
gliss—a common water bucket with the hottom knocked out, and a
pane of window glass substituted.  The latter is used for seeing below
the surface when the water is disturbed by ripples.

A sponge “‘kraal,” or pen, is generally about 10 feet square, huilt of
wattled stakes, and is placed in shallow water in the shelter of some
key or island.  Iach vessel usually owns one, and for better protection
from thieves, & number of them are congregated at some convenient
place and a watchman employed to guard them. Fora number of
years many of the “bay” spongers had their kraals at the north end
of Anclote Key. As these were cexposed to the full foree of the
wind when blowing from certain directions,; considerable loss was sus-
tained on several occasions by the storms washing the sponges out
of the kraals and carrying them out to sen. Owing to this the kraals
were removed in 1890 to Baileys Blufl, on the mainland about 2 miles
north of the mouth of Anclote River. In 1900 certain of the spongers
hecame dissatisfied and established kraals at Sawyers, about half a
mile nearer the Anclote River. The latter are sometimes called the
¢ Cabbage kraals,” from a large cabbage palmn standing on the beach
just opposite the kraals. At Baileys Bluft there are about 85 kraals,
while at Sawyers there are about 40. A few kraals are also located
at North Key, close to the town of Cedar Key. This was at one time
a very important kraaling place.

“Kraals” were also located at Rock Island and near St. Mark’s
light-house at various times.

The key spongers build their kraals at various places, no cflort
heing made to keep them together, as in the “‘bay.” The spongers
usually select @ convenient key and make their camp on shore, and build
their kraal in some sheltered cove close to the shore.  They suffer very
little from thieves, so do not require watchmen.  Should the key have
any inhabitants, these usually watch over the kraal,

When first brought to the surface the sponges are black and slimy.
As soon as a dingy has secured o load it is sculled to the vesscl, unless
the latter is too far away, when she sails down to the boat, and the
load is transferred to the deck of the vessel. They are then spread
carefully over the deck in their natural upright position so as to allow
the slimy matter, or ““gurry,” to run off casily. At first they have a
strong ammoniacal smell, exceedingly disagrecable to those unaccus-
tomed to it; but this is soon succeeded by a seent very similar to that
of decaying seaweed. After several days’ exposure on the deck the
sponges die and a good part of the ‘“ gurry” runs off.  In the “bay”
the vessels usually return to the kraals every Friday. The sponges
are then transferred from the vessel to the kraal, where they are
allowed to soak until the vessel returns from the next week’s trip.
Those brought in the previous week arc then beaten out with a short,
heavy stick, which removes most of the slime and animal matter still
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remaining in them, while those to which the black scum still adheres
arc scraped with a knife. The sponges are then squeezed out quite
thoroughly with the hands, after which they are removed to the shore
and strung on pieces of coarse twine about 6 feet in length, in which
shape they are ready for sale.  All sponges are sold by auction.

SPONGES GATHERED IN FOREIGN WATERS.

In September, 1900, the schooner Serafina (L, of Key West, made
a trip to the Mosquito Coast of Nicaragua, and brought back about
1,016 pounds of sheepswool sponges and 44 pounds of velvet sponges.
Most of these were taken in water shallow enough to permit of the
sponges being secured by wading. No eftort was made to gather other
kinds, as they would not have sold for enough to pay for the collecting,
The sheepswool and velvet sponges were of an inferior grade. On land-
ing the sponges at Key West they were compelled to pay duty on them.
Owing to the success of the Serafina C. several other vessels have
since been working on these grounds.  For some years past Key West
vessels have made occasional visits to these grounds, the schooner Sea
Gl having been wrecked while returning from such a trip in 1886.

Shortly after the close of the Spanish war one or two of the vessels
visited Cuba and brought back a few sponges. These were not gath-
ered by the crew, however, but were purchased from the natives. As
they were of an inferior grade, and duty had to be paid upon them,
no effort was made to continue the business.

PREVIOUS ABUNDANCE.

The four tables given below show for a series of years the catch of
the sponge fleet by places, by kinds, the average price per pound, and
the relative importance of the different kinds in percentages of the total
quantity and value of the crop. In these the overwhelming prepon-
derance of Key West is very evident. Cedar Key and St. Marks have
dropped out of the fishery entirely, while Tarpon Springs and Apa-
lachicola have decreased slightly since 1897 so far as the quantity is
concerned. The cateh for 1900, in both quantity and value, exceeded
that for any other year for which figures are available. The catch of
sheepswool sponges for 1900 is lower than for 1895, but higher than
for the other years. The value of this kind has increased very much,
however. The catch of yellow sponges increased ncarly 90 per cent,
while the cateh of grass sponges hag almost doubled since 1899.

In the table showing the average price per pound the most notice-
able features are the great increases in value of the sheepswool and
the yellow sponges. While the sheepswool has been steadily increas-
ing in value for years, the yellow suddenly jumped from 29 cents per
pound in 1899 to 59 cents in 1900, which is the highest ever known.
In 1901 they soared even higher yet, some lots being sold on the Key
West sponge wharf for an average price of about $1 per pound. This






