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IJART IV.

TIlE S'VORDFISH FI81IEHY.

1. 'l'Rf; }'[SlJl.sU GROUXDS.

In the natural history of the f\wordfif;ll, in SeetiQn I of this report is printed a. discUf;Siull of
the dates of the appearance of this species in our waters and of its local rnO\~ellicnt8.

Early in the season the swordfish are most abundant "e/:'t of Montauk Point, and later tite:,
llpread over tite shoal grounds along tlJe coast even as f<u' north as the Nova Scotia. Bank... They

may oe found wherever mackerel amI menhaden are auundant, as may be hlfcrrcd fwm the alulOst
lllliH~r8ll.1 practice ~f <lanSing swordfish irons on board of mackerel ves.'!el".

I quote the i>tatements of three or four eorrcspo1Hleuts who have takeu the trouble to inter
view the fishermen of their respective localities.

Mr. E. G. Blackford writes: "The season first 0llem~ early in .Tune in the neighborhood of

Sandy Hook, and continues along the coast ItS far eatlt as )fartha's Villeyard and KalltlH:ktt SI.lOal~

until about the middle of September. They are said to llUye been caught as far north as Capo
Sahle. At the first cold wind blowing in St,ptpmbel' HIt,S dif>apJlt'ar, and are not fOllnd again on
the coast tha.t sea.son. This iuformation I received frOIl1 all old :New York swortHbhtJrman, a mail

whose statements may be relied on."
Capt. Benjamin Ashby, of Noank, Conn., informs me that the sword/ish vessels of ~oank

and New London are a-ecllstomed to leaye the home port about the Gth of Jul.r, and throughout
the month they find fi~h most abundant between Block ]81a1H1 and No Man's I,and; in AUglH\t

hetween No Mau's Land and the SOlltb Shoal light-ship. Tht·S first meet the fish twentx to twenty
five miles soutlleast of Montauk Point. In August amI SeptelIloer tlw~ arc found OIl George's

Rank. There is no fishing after the snow begius to fl.y.
A little farther east is the New Bedford tlCl:'t. Capt. I. H. Michaux, of tlw schooner Yallk{\t~

llrhle, tell" me that sworclfish strike in about Block 18111ntl ill the middle of Jmw alld stay in
that ,'ich:iity until the 15th or 20th of August. I\orth of Cflpe Cod they are taken IIp to the ~(Jt.h

or October.

Mr. John H. Thomson, of New Bedford, states tlUlt from )13,Y 2.'5 to June tbey are found south
of Block Island, approaching the Vineyard Sount! awl the ueighboring waters through June and
to the middle of July. A little later the;)' are more ahunda,llt to tbe sout.heast of Crab Ledge, and
after August 1 to the solltheast of Cape Cod and George's Ban,l,.

The schooner Northern Eagle, of Gloucester, Capt. George H. :Martio, when engaged in SWOI'(I.
fish fishing, :is aOO1l8tomed to leave Gloucester RO as to be Oil the grounu south of Block 181and U;)'
the lOth ofJune, and the fish are followed as far east as Portland. Mr. Earll ascertained that the

Swordfish Bre mostl;)' fh.hed for on the coast of :hfaille froUl .Jnly 1 to September 1. Halihut ve;;H"iR
Oil TAl. Have and Sable Island Banks occasionally talw these fj ..]; upml their lineR.
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318 IIISTORY AND METHODS OF THE FISHERIES.

Mackerel vessefs ou the New EngIaud coast are alwa.ys prepar~d for swordfish wilen cruising

among mackerel schools. I am llot aware that they are eyer seen on the mackerel groullus of the
Gulf of Saint La.wreue!".

2. 'l'HE '-VESS,BLS.

The -vesRe]:;;; engaged in swonlfishing are sloops and l:>mall schooners of generally less that 50
tom,. Tue crew is also small, consiliting of two or sometimes three men oosirles the cook Mud a
bo.v. Although mallS vessels are elUj_loyed in thi::- fisbery for Beveral successive years, there are
many others which fit out for a single seasoll or for a pa.rt of a. season. Others, on the south coast
of New Euglaud, diviu!:! their time bet-ween fishing for sea·bass and hunting for swordli!,lh, all
warm and quiet days being dmT otcl1 to the latter pursuit. Six or eight vessels fTOm New Lomlou
arc t.hus emplo;yoo, as well a<'I others frolD Xoank and Bridgeport. Un the coast of Maine; as has
alrea.dy been mentioned; lliau;y of the smaller fishing vessels fitted for the capture of IDa~:kerel Rnd
t:od devote a part of the season to taking swordfish. Other vessels, among them occasionally a gen·
tlemun'l!i .yacht, ollter the neM for a cruise or two in tLe course of a summer. To do this is II favorite

recreation for old swordfhshermen engaged in other work. Numerous mackerel schooners carry
the swortlfh;ll "pulpit" Oll their bows, and so do various cousters and packets.

It bas therefore not been thought desirabJe to attempt to make a list of the vessels engagetl
in this figilerJ', Or even an exact enumeration ot"them. In 1879 estimates b~' cureful meu engagetl
in the hu~iut";,;s fix{~d the llUmher lwlongiug ill differellt ports as fullows:

New York (llniling fJ'(llll Ntlw I~)lldnn). .- .. , •... .•• _.• ._. •••••• _ 2
Greellport ,;1<"'1',;- ..... ._ ...•. •. _.,_. ., _.•. "' .• """'_.' """"" ... _•• _. 2
1>,'ew LOlUloll . .•. • __ .•• '" •. • _"' •. _.' __ •.••.•• _. '" •• •• •. •• 8
N""'jlort __ •.. _ __ . : •••. " .•• " - _. . 1
Fall Rivel'. •...... • __ .•. __ ._ .. ' .• "'" ,_" 2
CUU.1l11111k ._ ..... ....• ••.•. •.•... __ •••.•••.••••••.••..•••••••.• _.' 3

".f)stp<>rt. .. __ ••.••••••..•. _ . , .• " •.. . _•••. .• .• ..•• •.• . .•.• •. • . .. •••• ••• ••. .••• •••• •••• . 2
N (\w Btltl r..n1 ...•. _••.. __ .•.... " __ .. __ .•. •..••.•. __ .••••••• __ . •••••• ••• .•• • 13
Dartmouth " __ ••. "" _.• _. 2
South t!LidB llf Cape CUi! __ ~. ~ ~.~ _ __ .r ~ __ .. ~ _._.~ _ _ +. ~ •. __ __ •••• __ -. _.. {)
Glollce,;t~r ..• , __ .. __ ...•••••• _ __ _...••••.. _.. 1

Tutal ...•.•.... __ ••••. __ . ••. • _.•. _••••••••..• _•••. __ .••.•• _•. _'.' •..• _. _•. __ . _ 41

III 1874-, accortliug to MI'. TllOlJI{lSOU. New Bedford had twelve vessels in this fishery. In 1877
the 81>timates of total numoor of vessels made by different men varied between thirty and fort.y.

To .show how uncertain the continuance of vfl8sels in tbiB :fishery may be I will refer to tbe
annals of Gloucester. In 1876, one schooner, the Meteor, waa engaged; in 1877, the schooner
Champion; in 1878, the schooner :No.tlhern Eagle; while in 1879 and 1880 the field was abandoned
b.y thit; port.

3. APPAUATUS OF CAPTURE.

Tlte applU'atu8 ordinaJ:il.r emplo;yed for the capture of tire 8word-ftsh Is simple in the extreme.
It is a harpoon with detachable head. When the fish is struck the head of the harpoon remains
in tb{l hotly of the fisb, and carries with it a light rope; wliirih ia either made fast or held by a mall
in a small boat, or is attached to SOme kind of a buoy, whicbil'l towed throogh the water by tile
struggling 118h, and which marks its whereaoou.ts after death.

TIH~ harpoon c6nsiRts of a pole 15 or 16 feet in length, usually Of' hickory or &o~~ otber ba.rd
wood,upon which the bnrk has been left, 80 that t.he harpooner me;y have a1lr1rt.er-ba.nd-gn-p. This
pole is from an inch and a half to two indies in diameter, and at one end is providedwlthau irou
rod, or "sbauk," 1toorit 2 feet long a.ndftve-eishthB of an incllin diameter. This "yank" isfastr

ene4 to the pole by meallB of ,3 conical OJ' elc;mgated cup·like exvan$1oJ). q.t Wlpendtwhieha:ta over
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the sharpf'Ded em} of the pole, to wIdell it is ~eeuI'('d by s(~rews or spikes. A light. line extends

fWIlJ one eud uf the pole to the poillt wilere it joins the ":;lwuk," amI in tbi~ line i" tit'(l a loop, by
which is made fast allother short line, whieh secures the pole to the ves~el 01' boat, ,,0 tuat w!Jell it
is thrown at the fish it caHllot be lost.

Upon the end of the "lShallk" fits somewhat seenI'd,Y the lwarl of the harpooll, kllO\vn to tl1('
Iishermeu by the Hames •• swonlfisL iron," "lily iroD," or"' ImIiau dart." 'l'Lc form of tlJis W('aIJOII

has undergone mnch Y<ITiation, as is "hown in the series of' speeimens ill the l'<atiollal MUiieum.
The fundamental idea IlHI,y Yl..'r,\' ptH;sibl,\- h.-IXt~ UtWIl df'rlYed frUln tl)(\ IlHlian ti,;1J-dart" IllIl11erOUS
specimens of which are ill the -XatioHul Muspuw. How~>H\r ,~ari()n,~ tll(' moditieatiOIlS may have

hCt'Il, The similarity of the ditfl'l'l'lIt t5hape~ ifj no ];'s~ notiwimrtlJy frOILl t1m fact tlillt ail Hre

pecnliu,rly AUlc..:can. In t.he ('HOrmOn" l:ollectioll of fi"hery implements of all lalJ(}i; in the lah'
('xhibitioll at Berlin nothing of the kind could be found. \Yhat is knowll to wlHllers as it tug--;;h'
harpoon is a modification of ttw lily-iron, but tilO gr(,~l,t.l.Y chullged hy tIll' additioll of ~L pivut
by which the head of the harpoon is fastellrd to the I'hank that it can harllly 1m reg'anletl as tl]('
same weapon. 't'he lily-iron is ill prineiple eXllctly what a whalellwll would tlescribe by tlH' word
"toggle." It cOIlsistl:! of a two-pointed_ piece of metal, lJaviug in the cellter, at oue sidB, It ring 0)'

l>ocket whose axis is parallel with tIle long di~Lmeterof tlw implcmNlt. In this i~ insert.ed tile end
of the Iloleshank, amI to it or near it is also attached the haflloOll-Hllc. 'Vhell tl10 iroll has onCl~

hmm thrnst point first throngh somH solid substallce, ~Ilch as thu side uf a fi<ih, and is rdeased
upon the other side by the wittJdrawal of the pole from the B00kct, it is ff('I', and at ouce turns its
long axis at right angles to the directioIl ill which the harpoon.line is pulling, and thus is auso

lutd,Y prevented from withdrawal. The principle of the whale harpoon or tog-gle-jroIL is similar,

CXCPllt that the pole is not withdrawll, and the head, turning npon a pivot at its end, fastem; the
pole itself !Securely to the fish, the harpoon.liue heillg atta.ched to some part of the pole. The

swordfish lily-iron head, as IlOW ordilJurilJ nsed, is abDnt 4 inches in length, and consists of two
lanceoJate blades, each about an inch amI a half long, connected b,y a central piece much t.hicker

than they, in which, upon one Hilie, and next to the flat side of the blade, is the socket for the

insertion of the pole-l'lhank. In this same central enlargement is forged an opeuing to which the
harpoon .. line is attached. The dart-head i1:l usually made of steel; somet.imes of iroll, which il;

gelJcrall;y galvanized j Borneti mes of brass.
The entire weight of the harpoon-pole, shank, and hend should not exceed 18 pounds.
The harpoon,Hne is from 50 to 150 fathOlllS long, and is ordinarily what is known 'HI H fifh~('.Il

thread line." At the end is sometimes fast.euftl a buoy, and an ordinary mackerel keg is generally
used for this pnrpose.

In addition to the harpoon, every swordfisherman carries a lance. This implement is pre
cisely similar to a whal{\lnan's lance~ except that it is smaller, consistiug of a lanceolat-o blane,
perhaps 1 inch wide and 2 illcbes 10ll&:", upon the cnd of a shank. of five-eighths inch iron, perhaps

2 or 3 foot iu length, fastened in the ordinary way npon It pole 15 to 18 foot in lengt.h.

4.TBE MA.NNER OF FI'I'TING THE VESSEll.

Tbe swordfish are harpooned from the end of the bowsprit of a sailing ve5sel. It is. Ilf'Xt

to imp088ibleto approach them in a smaU boat. All yessels regnlarl,y engaged in tl.d~ fishery arc

6uPlllied with a special apparatus for the support of the harpooner afl be stands Oil tile bow

sprit,and this is almost es.sential to success, althongh it is possihle for an active mall to harpoon
a 6.sh frowthia statioDwithout the aid of the ordinaQ- frallHH..·ork. Not onl~' tile profc3sioual

8WOrdfiSberm&nolltmauy mackerellWhQoucra and packets arc 8upplied iu this mauner.
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An illustration of the swordfish 'I pulpit" is given in one of tlie plates. It is constructi:'d as

follows: The harpooner stands upon the tip of' the LJo\Vsprit, ont~ide of the jiLJ-stay. At this point
is fastened a. square plate of iroll f"'l witle as the hO\vsprit. In the middle of this plat.e is flo mortise
2 incltes squllre and extended 3 or 4 inehes down into tlw wood, -forming a socket for an upright
iron bar 2 inches square amI ;1 H'et high. At the top of this bar is a bow of iron bent ba.ckward
in semicircular form to surrouml the waist of tlle harpooner, the cuds of the bow being separated

by a di8tance of perhaps 2 feet. In the ends of the bow-iron arc ltoles, through which are pa8$ed
irons to bold the dart when not in nse. Throngh these same holes are sometimes passed ropes, b~'

which is suspended a swinging scat for tile use of tlJ(~ hn,rpuoner when not in action. ,"Vhen oot

ill use the dart is la~bed in a horizontal position to the top of the" rest." The lance is usuall,)'
allowt<d to rest a.gainst the jih"stay, to which it is secured by passing it through loops of ropo

arranged for tbe purpOi;C. Upon the tip of the bowsprit, at the base of the "rest," Is a platform of
wood ahout 2 feet siluate, large enough to afiortl a firm foothold to tlltl harpooner. The hntpooll"

line is coiled Il}lOLl the how of the H's,sel, tIle buoy usualJ,Y ru~~illg upon tho bulkhead or close at

h,md. A second harpoon-liue, atta(:hcd to the reserve or seoond harpoon, is coiled upon tlle other
side.

The structure ahoY<' dCRcribed is usually called tbt'l" rest," or th(\ "pulpit." I have been nuable
to learLl wheu and b.y wllom this peculiar piece of apparatus was dcyisl!d.

5. MANNER OF CAPTUlm.

The !lwordlish npver comes to the surface except in moderate, smooth weather. A vessd
cruising in !>earch of tbem proceeds to the fishing groUlul and crlli~ws hither and thither, wbenn'cr
the abundance of small fish indicates that they ought to be fouIJd. Vessels which are met are
hailed and asked whetberany swordfish hay(~ been l:>een, aud iftidingRare thus obtained the 8hip's
courae is at once laid for the localit;r where they were last notiC€d. A nUIll is alwa,;\,s stati<!oed at
the masthead, where, with the keen eye which practice has gi\'en Ilim, he can easily descry the

tell-tale dorsal fins at a distance of 2 or 3 miles. "'~hen a fish has once bee.n sighted, the watch

"singR out," amI the ycssel is steered directly towards it. The skipper takes his lllace in the
H pulpit," holding the pole ill both hauds by the small end, and dir.ecting the man at the wheel by
voice ancl g~stnre how to Rteer. There is 110 difficulty in approaching the fish with a large vessel,
although, as hfls already been remarked, the~r will not suffer a small boa,t to come neal' tbem.

The vessel plows and 8wa.sbe~ through the water, plunging its bowsprit into the waves, without

exciting their fears. Noises frighten them and drive them down. Although there would be no
difficult..r in briuging the end of the bowsprit diredlyover tho.Jsh, a skillful harpooner Dever
waits for this. When the fish is ftom (} to 10 feet in front of the vessel it is struck. The ba'l)oon

is never thrown, the poJe being too long. The strOll g arm of the halpooner punchee the dart into
tb(l ba{~k of the fish, right at the Bide of the high darsa.l fin, and the pole is withdra.wn and fastened

again to its place. When the dart has been fastened to the fish, the line is allowed to run out af\
far lU! the fish will Co.'lrry it, and is then passed in a small boat which is tawing at the soom. Two
men jump into this, and pulling in upon the line until the :fish is brought ina.long8ide,.1t iB then
killed with a whale-lance or It whale-spade, which is stuck into the gills. The.tlsh having been

killed, it is lit't.ed upon the deck by a purcbase·tackle of two double blocks rig~ in t,b.eshronds.

The fishermeu have a. theory to the 61ftlCttha.t the 8wordfiShea.n 8e& nothing direet1yin front
of him, on acoount of the peculiar location of the eyeg, a.nd there are int'ltQQOOS Of t1J.eir having

been aPIJroaohed and killed by men in 0. skillfully-managed UOl'y.
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The pursuit of tIle swordfish is mueh mort' excitilJg than ordinary fil;ihillg, for it I'f'RcmbJc:- tlH>.

hunting of large animals upou tile law], and partakes worc of the lluture or tL(' chaRe. 'flH're is
liD slow and ClU'cful baiting and patil'lIf, waHing, and 110 llilSappointuH'lJt l.:au."ed by the aeddl'lItal
capture of wort!lless "bait,·stealers," The game is se{,u and followell, amI outwith>.(} by wary

tactics, and killcd by strength of arm and skill, Tbe I:iwol'dfil;!J i;;; a pow(Tf'ul antagonist some

timcs, aud fHHHls his pUl'SUeTS' vel:Jsel iuto harbor leakillg, and allIwst Hillking, from iJlj'lriefi Wllich
hlJ has inflicted. I have known a vessel to be struek b;,>' wouud(!tl swordfish as UHl.II~ H8 (,WCllty

times in one ..cason. Then~ is eY(~lI the l'pice of personal d<lllgt'!' to gin>. Fa,or to till' ehase

fur the men a.re oCCltsioua.lly injnred b,y the infuria\(>.tl Jlsh. Oue of CapUlin Ashby's CI"l'W wa~

severely wonnded b~' a swordfish, wilieh tluu,!;t his tNtk tlHougL tlJ(~ lJHk floor of a boat OIl whidl

he was standin,lt and pelletr<lf,e(} about two inches in hi'" lJaked heel. 'The strange f<l,,;cination

draws men to this pnrsuit wilen the.or lIave ouce learllel1 its ebm'ul. All old swol'dfi~bf'rmalJ,who
had followed the pnrsuit foJ' twenty years, told 11](; that "'hell Le was on tilt.' cruising' ground 11c
fished a.U night in his drea,IUf', and th,lt m:Ul;\-- a time he Las brui;led his handl'\ and rubbed dIe skin
off his knuckles by striking them against the ceiling of his buuk when be rail:\lld his arms to thrust

thc harpoon into Vi~iollary monster swordfishes.

7. LANDSl\mN'S nESCRIPTIO"SS OF SWORDFfSHING.

Mr. C. F. Holder, of New York, pnblishtlil in l?orest and Strea.m February 17,1876, the fol
lowing description of a trip after Bwordfi8h in Bloek Island Sound:

"Lying an night in the harbor of 'Wood's llvll, we, had ample time to prepar(' for sport, and
at tbret~ o'clock. in the morning our little sloop was ~WillgilJg aroun<1, and, gathering herself
tvgether, beaded for Gay Head. The vesijcl was a ('.nJuuwn t>loop of allOut Oi) tOllS, its only p<',(;u!·

ia-rity being a stanchion with a curwd top, to hold the harpoouer, riggt'tl on tlwextreme end of

the bowsprit. At 9 o'clock. wo were on t of sight of tbe Vinl';\-·anl. The. wind settling, I was informed
tha.t I could go aloft and look out for the game. We were slowly moving along, and I was
scanning the horizon for miles around., when the man at tLe bow uttered a souml, which was a
~ort of a cross between a cluck and a groan; whicll 1 saw meaut 'port,' and that something had
been sighted. The 131001) fell lazily awn;}', and I then saw two dark forms with their razQr-like fins

out of the water slowly moving along ahead of us, The eaptain signaled at once for me to collie
down, and as I reached the deck the work. t:lommelIc(>.d, The man waitfld until we were almost

upon them, and as one of them turned, as if in idle cnriosity, to see wlmt tile great shadow Ineant,
be hurled a harpoon, and the1Jext moment the huge fish sprang from the water and with a furious
twist tried to shake out the iron. So great W38 the eftbrt that it fell on its side with a crash, and
for a momtmt was still t but it was only for a second. 'The line jumjlt!o into activit~' and rushed

nut so you could not follow it, now swaying to and fro, and making the water fl.,)' like rain. About
50 feet of line had gone ont, when six: of us mana,ged to gel, a fair hold on the line, He would
undoubtedly have dragged us aJ.l overboard if the rope had not, been snre amI flLst. His struggle/o\
were kept up for about fifteen minutes, after which he perceptibly weakened, and tlHl long rushes
to the right and left grew feebler and feebler, utltil we ventured to haul in. .At la.st we had the

brute a.longside. A rope was rigged from the peak and fastened arOlllJd the long sword, and tb('l

lllolliJterwaerolled on board the 8loop. We measured our prizet which was 9 fect 6 inches long.
" 'Wecrttiaed aooutall day in the vicinity, and succeeded r!l capturing three lllore, varying in

s&c V--21 -
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length from G t.o Hine feet., awl as we returned to 'Yood's Holl 1 feU tlmt I had well earned my
experience."

A correspolldent of thc Philadelphia 'l'iIll(>S g'iv~'s the following spirited aCCOunt of sp.~arillg

swordtisll oft' Cape Ma:r:
H, Hcy-o ~' cam(J from tilt, rU;ll1 ill the erO~8·tT(·es.

"'VI"lwre away1' yellf,a the skipper, ullhookiug lJis booted leg from the wheel and glancing

arouDfl,

'" HiglJt off the w!:'ather bow,' ";l·ng ont the nutte, who had I'Iprung into the rigging.
," A5'(', I see him,' replied the ;.;1.: ipper. A monH~llt later all eyef'; on hoard were wat<lhing a

!Sharp ,glistening fiu that was oa.rting tlirongh the wat.er ill thp, ",allle general diredion as OUrI:\t,Ivmi.

"The mate now tonk IIii:'! pl:tcc in tIl(' plllpit, alld seizing the Med lily stood ready for the gHJDl~,

while the rope was f::1refnlly coiled and tlw kpg mallc r(~ady to t,o';f; at. the right momeut. For te.ll

minutes the n~s8el and ti",b. lIlOved aloug gallantly side hy si~k. The skipper, however, was grad.
ually hauling the vessel on the wind, [Iud tlll'- two npproadlell elwll otlwr zmtil tJ18 swordfish was
clQ!';e alongside. 'Dum flatHe tho snpl'enw 1Il0ll1vnt. Tile skipper wound away at the· wheel, and

the little vessel shot iuLo the \Viml, la,ying t1le s\\"ordfi13h right across tho bOWS, and as it rUl:3hed

along amid the loa.m, tlu1 harpoouer raised his Wt.~aJl0[j; for a moment. the steel lily f1mdtOO, t.hen,

with a crushing sound, it entered the ba,ck of tlH1 fish.

'" Stand clear the lille!' sbouted the mate, as he sprang back upon deck auo the schooner fcll

awa:r agaiu.
U The warning was well heeded, 118 tlu.3 rope was rUl~l.JiIlgover t.he f;ide like a • streak of greased

lightning,' as the skipper had it. It was 130011 exhansteu, and a8 tbe elld t\ame the mate held aloft

the keg, and as tlw laflt fathom of rope rU8hed away, t.ossed it over~ and away it went, followed by

a wave of foam and spray, to ultimately tire the gamey :Ush.

, "We had 1I0W gai ned Oil the flying keg, aWl, as the dory was hauled alongsid(l, two of the crew

and the writer as Yoluutefl)" tumbled in, and ill a few momento; had the keg alongside. The oar!;

were then pulled in, and in a moment later the bowman had seized the kflg and the dory was rush

ing along-a. f;wordfish exprCi;;s. Tho work of I taking iu' now commenced., one man steering tbe

do!',}' after tl:Hl erra.tic steed, the other slowly hauling in on tIle ropt". As the :fish felt the strain it

renewed its exertiolls and started off at a furious pace that threateued to leave the vessel far

behind. Bllt tlm spurt was of short. filtration, and the dory was rapidly hauled ahead, unt,u finall~'

thl;l sharp fill was soon close by, and with a rush the fish was laid alongsille, one lUau holding it

while the rest got to the windward to prevent &. capsize.

"Hauled partly out of water by the rOlle, the great fish gave a 't"lcious cut to the left with its

sharp weapon that caused all hauds to drop as if sent for, and for some time t,bis lowly position

was the best, all things cOllsi(lered. The rope was kept taut, and the struggles of the game were·

terrific. If a head WaR ru.ised it seemed immediately to become the object of attaek. Finally,

llOwtwer, a.ll oar was lifted and a violent blolV upon the bead placed the swordfish kff17J du combat.
The schooner now came aloIlgside, a block and t~le was rigged, and tbo gamey fish was hoisted
aboard."

8. THE CAPTURE OF SWORDFISH BY HOOK AND LINE.

One or two instances are on record of -the captnre of SWordfish upon an ordi.nary hand·line.

and it is probable that this is much more oommon than has been usually lIuppoaed. Capt. George
H. Martin, of Glonooster, informed me that he had seen 8even canght in this ma.nner in one day

in the South Channel. They were caught in water 16 to 25 fatboms deep, on the old-faShioned
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George's cod llOOk, with a 6·inch Sll!lnk. l\Iackerd IH'HI uSl,d for hait. '1'lle~t' Wl'l'l' Hplit aUWll the

tail so th.It the shank of the hook conlll be entirely lli.ldcn ill tlie ga8h.

I hl~ve been told that they are a]~o taken ill this way a,bout IHueI>. Ishul\1, am1 it Riluilar lIIethod
of fishing is descrihed by Italian writers.

Within the p:u~t thee years it 1mB not hef'H 1ll1mmal for S\Hll'dfi:,;h tn he(~ome l'lltallg1l'(} ill thtl

long line!! of the halibut fishermen on the llorthel'll bank..". Till' nWllllt·}" ill whidl th,,, oet'lUs hai'>
already belm dislJnssed ahove.

I bave colleeted several illl,tanees. In loS7l", ill t.lJe mouth of Angnlit, Capt. Daniel O'llrit'll, of
the schooner Ossipee, of Glouepste}", fio;hillg ill ~{JtJ fat.houu; of wawr, tWlWl'l'll Le ILlH' llwl \Vei'>tl~rn

Bank, caught, in olle Yo,YHI;(', fhre t:lwonlti ... h.

At about t.he BalJJe time Ca.pt, H. I.. 1tl{ltriSOIl, of the "ch(}{)llcr I,amil Nelson, fbllillg ill 270

fathoms~ on Sallie Island Bank, caught three flwordfish. AllOtl,('l' vessel, ill August, LS77, fli;llillg

on La Haye, ill frollJ. 1751.0180 fatlloms, caught tWl\lve~ as wdl a;..; thnw or fOlll' 11101'.'. ill S.·})tellllll'l".

JII August, 1878, Oaptahl Greelllt'af, of the Bc]wom'J' C})P..ster 11.. I ...'1wT('IH·f:', of G](ll1f:j'sw~'~ nslljng in

140 fatllOIDs, caught tLirtNlll in one trip. I cannot learn that thi8 malllWI' ()f raptul'e was ever

known before 1876, but it has siuce b00()llle so frequent tlJat it excites \10 H'rnark for a halibut

eate,hel'to unload s('vonll swordfish among' its halibut. 'l'his manner of lllking the ~\H)rdtit:lh is of

course purel:r accidenhll, alld is ratliel' a vexMion than othenriO\l~ to the fishermen. It is probable

that the fish take the b:dt when the liIle is being fwl and t,ll(~'y are swimllling near tlw surface, am]
the;r a.re involuntaril,Y carried dowu by its great, weight.

9. FINANCIAL PHOFl'tS 'fO FISHERMEN.

I have before me rel'ortl of 11, 8iIlg1t1 ..ellooner for tbe SI:!·H8(m of 1878, from wldeh it appears tIlat

in the season of four months eigl!t tl'ips Wf'rc made, an-raging about twe1,e da,)'s in cont.inuance.

One hundred nnd sixty-three :Ih;h were taken hetw\:',cll June 7 and September 20, weiglJing~ ill t.be
aggregate, in round numbers, ahout 47,000 ponnds, dressed. '.fhcf'e were sold at all an,rage price of

:3 eents per pound. The gross stock of the season would amount to about $1,300. From this must

be deducted the expense of living, the interest on capital inve8tt'd~ and the wages of the cook am]

the hoy. The remainuer wo'uld probahl,Y unt exceed $SOO or $900. It is llot probable that man.y
Yessels stock as large a proportionate amOuIlt as did t,he XortheTII Eagle. Awl the pn,iit,; an: to

ue divided among the two or thrf>fI JUen eomposiug the crew llDd the owner nf the n'~sc1. TIle

SUccess of one New Betlfor(l \"C8~el in t.he seasoll of 1878 was sp(,.kell of as t'xtraonlinal'.\', the rt'tnrJl

heing $311 to each of' the crew's sbare.

The price of swordfish is lOW, and t.1H.~ success of the VO.'lnge is always BOlIwwhat III'\,(Jariolll:l.

A few small ....e~scls with experienced skippers apparently succeed ill making H 1~liI' living-, but t.llat

!lIe 1J1'06ts are not great is clearly indicated by the fact that tlH'rt~ is 110 g'rt'H-t illl\rt'u.se in the

\lumber of vessell'! engaged, and that I'!O man~' fi,re COIlSf.UIltl.r undertaking awl ahamioilillg the
f;wol'dftshery.

10. IIrSTORY OF 'l'HE AMERICAN SWORDFISH FISHERY.

There are few data upon which to found conjecture as to tlJe time when the swordfiFlh were

first regarded as suffioiently useful to be sought for by fishermen. '.fIle earliest record of its UMe

fur food is found in the Barnstable Plltrint of June 30, 1841, in which it,.is statcd that the fi81lermeJl
of the island south of Cape Cod take a considerahle number of theBe fish every J('~tl' b,y harpooniuy;

th~m, and that about 200 pounds a ,Year are pickled and salted at Mtlrtha'" Vine;yanL
Captain Atwood. rememb&ra seeing swordfi1'llt on the eoast of 1t1a.ine llR early as 1826, althougb
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up to the time of his retirement from active partki}latioll in the fiRheries, in 1867, DO effort wall
made by the fisbermen north of Cllpe Cod to (;aptUl'e them.

The fishery apparently spr::lllg intl) existenet\ at\(1 importance between the y('aTg 1840 and 1855,
upon the south coast of New Englautl. Capt:iiu AsJIl}}' first engaged jlJ it in 1859, 'when it waR
,",pparently a well·cstaUlished industry. In 186] it is recorded that !\OIne thirty vessels f!'Om New
Bedford were profitably engaged in this iJuRineBs Oll the fayot'itc groll11d, In to 2U miles southeast
of No .Man's Land.

]'Ir. Earll ascertained tha.t little attention was }la.id b;y thp, fiflhermen of Portland, Me., to
8wonHish until within two or tJlree .rears. 'l"lJisfishm:,};, is CllJTicd on l~t odd tjmes b;r mackerel
gill uet fishermen, and by cod,trawlillg vessels when their regolar industry is interfered with 1l:r
the alJunuance of dogfish. The seaS011 for dogth;h is also the time for ~rwonlfish, finu at the present

time, when the price of sworl1tish justifieR it, smaller fishermen, when tber are driven from their
regnlar work b:y the dogfish, make trips for the expresi:o\ l{urpoSle of eaptnrillg swonlfish. Madum!l·
seiners are beginning to (~arry swordfif:;h irons, and alf~ oftell vCQ' l'iuecessfnl in killing the fish.

A.t tIle present day, l~nd for five or six years past, perhRjls wlwh longer l there has lJeen ycry

littIe change in the number of yessels engaged, this ,arying from thirty to forty, approximately,

in diff('fp.nt ;years.
Capt. Epes W. Mercltlillt, of Gloucester, who lIas been familiar with the fislleril;1s since 1804,

tell~ me that tItle} first swordfish ever hrougbt to Gloucester withiu bi$ recollection was caught on
George'8 Bank about the year 1831, by Captain Pew, who brongIlt it in and 80lli it at the mte (tf

$8 a barrel, salted. Fishermen had llefore that been very mUch afraid of them, but afterwards a

good many were ca.ught.

11. PRODUCTS OF THE FISRERY.

As an example of the manner in which a season of swo,rtlfishing is paslled, and of tlw ;yiel<1 of
a. n~ry successful period of work, a .record is here gi,en of the trips of the acIlooner Nortltem Eagle,
of Gloucester, Capt. George H. Mart,in:

No. ,,[ ILenlrlh II )o.t<> orsw..:rt. Ko. of Ii.h tJlk~n. Wher" .old. Price.t'ip". of t~jp. !

1 ~ J'u.lle 7, -- _-" •. , -. ,- -, I----;~::~·-·I HI (5. 000 Ib••J 11I,,"!;m ..... --.. (',,,,~.
2 1 Jnllftlll,, ._ ..... 7 22 (0.600 Ib~.J I- ...do . .,_....... ~!

: r ~:~;::.:::::::::::::::::::::::: ~~ ~ :~::~:::~ ! ~:~;:~~.::::::. ~~
" ~ July TI •••••. t8 a7 (&,000 110•• ) .••.do •.•.•.... , [;

6 i' AU!(tI'lt 1I'i "'." ". 11, 26 II]., f>110 lh•. ) •••. <1" 3

7 ,Sept;'mb6r1.................... 16 1 HI (5,600 Ib~,) I'" do . m
8 i

l

Solptamh"r 20 ····:·1 14 __14_H~,,';_GO_I_""_'}_I' .• do .•...•.. -I (~}

-'----__-'!__I_l'J_(~~~~~l>.1.) I ~_ ...~__

Capt. Benjamin Ashby wellt 8wordfishing in tIle 8-chooner N. H. Dudley two suceeSldve years.
in 1859 and 1860. In July and August, 1859, he took 108 fiBh; the next year 88.

Th~ tlChoouer Ya.nkee Bride, of New Bedford, boarded in Provincetown Harbor, August, 18';9,
had alroody that .Beason takeu 60 flsh.

Mr. Earll rooched PortlRnd in the progreBlj of the ftsbet'3' census investip;ation, July 29, 1879.
On this day, he writes, 35 to W fish "\'Vel'e brought in, and on the 1st of Angust 200 more were

lauded, 60 b;y one vc.sseI.
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Estimating the number of 'vessels regularly emploseu in word:fishillg" at forty, and putt.i'llg

fRtimating their annual catch at eighty fish each, which is only half the. quautii y taken hy the

NOI'thern Eagle, as Bhown in the llreceding paragraph, the aggregate number of fisll taken
would be 3,200.

Competent authorities estimate that each vesi'lci in the JlHwkcn,1 fleet captures and brillgs in

an average quantity of eight barrels of pickled jj.~h, or perhaps eight fish each. 'l~he number of

n~ssels in the mackerel fleet is at least four huudred. Allowing foul' fh;h to mu:h, there is au

aggregll.t,e of 1,600 fish. Estimating OliO for each yessel in the halibut fleet yearly, we add fifty
more ill the aggregate.

lIir, Earll jwl:;<~d that in 1878, as for several years prcYious, 2,000 8wonlfb,h had been brougbt
into Portland, Me. Allowing 1,000 of these to the regnlar s,,,ordtlshermen find the mackerel

vessels, we have a remainder of 1,()()0 tal.en by the occa.siolll1l fislWl'mOll of Portland all'ead.y SIlQkeli

of, and to be added ttl the agp:regat(l, which llOW amoun!s to 5,8,')U.

Add 150 more for tlHl coaster;,;, sea·basB fishermen, aw] puund.tending "Yessel<l of southern
MaSSlWhusotts, Rhode Island, allU C(}nnccflcut, and the OIUffi is 6,000.

The average weight of a swordfish dressed is estimated by so\'(~ralpersons, Captain Ashb.r, Mr.

Earll, Mr. Tho~pSOll, and others, to be 300 ponnds, and that tJ;1is is not far from tbe truth may be

seell by referring back to the records of the :Nortllcrn Eagle. If tile average weight is assumed to

be 250 pounds, the a,ggregate weight of a year's catcL of swonlfish amounts to 1,500,000 pounds,
valued at $45,000, tbe average price being estimated at three cenu:> pel' poulHI.

To estimate the nUlll1)er of lIlell employed i~ almust iwposflible, sillce the season cont,inues onl~'

four mouths, aTld man.r are emlJloJed for a much shorter period. The crews of tbe forty vessell'l

Ilmnber from one hundred and !,iixty to two hundred; the number of men emplo;yed for shOl'ter
periods it seems scarcely necessary to estimate.

In 1874 the aDnual catch for the United States was estimated, boY Mr. E. G. Blackford, at 2,000
fish, weighing 1.000,000 pounds.

In 1880 the yield of this fishery was 965,450 pounds, distributed IHI follows: Fisheries of

Maine,50,OOO pounds; New Hampshire, 20,000; Ma,ssac.husetts, 731,950; I{llOue Island, 90,000;
Oonuecticut, 73,500.

12. !\IARKETS AXD PRICES.

Mr. ThoDlson remarks: "Previous to 1862 the market for fresh fish was limit{,l} to New Bed·
ford, Fall River f Providence, and the adjoining towns, and a large proportion of the fish tlJeJJ

taken was salted and shipped to tlw West Indies and the Soutbern States. TLis was especially
the case with those taken about :.Noman's Land and Martbws Vineyard. .Now nearl,)" aU are 0On

sUDIed fresh, a.nd the average pri(le is somewhat higher thau fonnerly."

Mr, John H. Thomson writ{ls: "At preHent tll(l great bulk of tile catch is flold fresh. Most

of the fi~h aTe brought to this. port, and a few are carrien to New London. Until withill a yery
few JeaNI nearly all were di!Spose<1 of in this vicinity. AlJou to lKfi4 a few were sent to BOliton on
trial, and the coDsumption Qf swordfish in that vidnity hah since rapidly increased. Still, the

prhlllipal market for fresh swordfish mas be said to lie between New Lolldon and the eastern end

of Massachusetts. Providence, R. I., consumes a large qualltit,y,n
Mr. Earll writes: "About ~,OOO 8wordfish, lweraging in weight 300 pounds dressed, have ooen

landed Jo'~y in Portland for several :J'ea'rIi. Most of them are sent to BOI>ton fresh, and the

remaind6l"&re cut npand salted here."
Mr. Eugene G. Blaokfoi'd informs me that swordfish are not much esteemed in New York

markett a.nd:tbat in 1874 Dot more than 2,000 l)Ol1lHls in the aggregate were conSllflwu.
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Regarding the price of fresh fish at New BellJ'onI, 1IIr.l'bomson remarks: •• '''lIell the first fish

arrives bene it iR ea.gerly songht at 20 cents a pound, re:tail. In 1873,withiu forty-eight hours of
the arrivnl of the first onc, fift;'t'-two were brought ill, bringing the general retail price down to 8
and 10 ceuis. At this pl'iel!, clear of bone, th~y are usuaUy retailed throughont the season. The

wholesale price is about 12 l~cnt8 for the first catell, falling rapidly to 2 or 3 cents. Tbis is for

.. clean fish,' without bead, tail, amI Yiscenl. Fish from George's Ba,nk are someumcs bronght

here from Bost-ou. Tbey filCH retailat 15 and 20 cents/'

.A(~l\ol'diJ.lg to the record of the ROl'thern EagI('" the pril'e in JUUl;', 187B, rangell from 2 to 4Z
(~elJt.>, ill .July from :~ to 5 C~llts, amI in Augu~t. from ~:! to 3.

In Jul;.,., 1819, Mr. Earll found tho priee in Portlan!l, Me., 4 cent,s, but the arriva.l of 200 fiRll

on August 1 brought the price dOWll to Ii cents. lIe e8timatt~s the a,v(lrage wholesale price a,t 3

cents.
In N~w Londoll, aceordmg t() Ca,ptaill AShb,y, the price has varied within his recollection from

3 to 8 cents, th(l latter high price hein g paid ill 1877.

Accordi.ng to Oaptain Martin, the priel;', of salt 8worufish in Gloucesh~r is always about the

Mme as that of No.3 uHwkerel. III July, 1878, there being no mackerel in the market, th(ly were
\'<11I1c(1 at $7 a harrel.




