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PART XXII.

THE LEECH INDUSTRY AND TREPANG FISHERY.

.By HWHAttD RA'L'HBUN.

I.-THE LEECH INDUSTRY.

HISTORY AND PRESENT CONDITION OF TH}] LBECH THADE OF THE UNITED

STATES.

INTRODUCTION.-Prior to 1839 there "",I,, no regular import traue of Elilopeall ]{'eches into

tbis country, but sea.eaptains were accuswlIlc(1 to bring them in oeca8ionally in small 'lmllltities,

on private speculation. Leecher8 were, therefor... , obliged to depend largely 011 the lIatiyc leech
for drawing blood, and during the earl~' part of the ccntury the Amerimm l'lpecie8 was in cOllsider·

able demand, Although this species (Mul:robdella dccora) is quite widel.r distributed, the principal

aDmcc of supply appears to have beenl a,8 it is now1 Eastern Pennsylvanial and especiall;y Berks
and Buckl'. Counties.

COMPARATIVE MERITS AND UBES OF EUROPEAN AND AMERlCA....."l LEECHEI:l.-As alMady

stated, in discussing tIle natural lJistor.y of lepAllJes, the European species is mueh superior to the
AmeriCllon for most purposes, but duriug the earlier p"riods of importation of the former, the
prices charged for it were so high that the American leech held its ground for a time. Gradu
ally, however, prices have fallen, until now, although the European leech is still more expensive
than the native, its cost is so slight comparativel;y that it is almost universally emplo;yed, excepting
in special cases, and in a few loealities where the American leech is preferred. No American
leeches, we believe, are now used either in or about New York City or BostOD; but iu Philadelphia
they are still in slight demand. In fact, the latter city appears to have held to the old custom of
leeching more than any other American city of which we have information.

HISTORY OF THE AllIERIOAN lMPOR'l' TRA.DE.-In 1839 the first regular leech importing house ..
of th(' country, that of Mr. Herman Witte, was established in New York City, and from that time
until about 1856 the import trmie in leeches rapidly increased. The number of leeches received
from Europe by Mr. Witte in the latter year was about 500,000, and his sales per month amounted
at times to 50,000 leeches. At the sawe time the importing house of Paturel & OO'J in New
York, was recei'ying 3OOfOOO a yeBor, making the total annual receipts during the few years of
thQ,tperiod 800,000. The wholesale prices then and in the few preceding years rBonged from *80
to $100 per one thousand. Assuming the average price to have been'90 per thousand f the value

of leeches imported in 1856 a.nd thereabouts WM '72,000 annually.
Since 1866 the ll8e of leeches has gradually diminished, and the import trade ill now only aOOut

one-seventh in value what it was then j the wholeeale prices have. also fallen off to from $25 to
100 per thousand.
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EUROPEAN COUNTRIES SUPPLYING LEECHES '1'0 'l'HE UNITED STATEs.-Origina.lIy the leeches
imported into this country came from Northern Ellrope, but since the failure of supplies in that
region and the sUC0088ful cultivation of leecbes ill France and Hungary, they have been received
almost entirely from the latter countries, Paris being the cenool' of the export trade.

S:i:ASON AND METHODS OF TRANSPORTAl'ION.-Leecbes are imported during most of tb,e year,

but only to a slight extent in summer, as they are easily killed by an excess of heat. June, July, and
Angust are the months when the smallest quantities are received, and when tue greatest mortality

occurs, reaching sometimes 25 per cent. They are imported packed in swamp earth, in air· and
water-tight woodell cases, bolding 1,500 leeches each. These ca.ses are made rather light, a.nd
are about 21 inches long, 15 inches wide, and 13 inches high. In shipping leeches to customers in
this country, the same cases are used for sending large quantities, and tight wooden pails for the
smaller quantities, the pauking of swamp earth being also employed. American leeches, on the
contraryl are kept best in water, in earthen or glass jars, in a 0001 place. Althongh considerable
quantities of leeches are kept constantly on band in the importing houses, Mr. Witte is obliged
to draw on his storage-ponds on I,ong Illiand, between Winfield and Newton, for supplying large
amounts, and especially for tbe export trade.

EXPORT TRADE FROM THE UNITED STATEs.-The value of the American import trade in
leeches is increased by the fact that a large share, if not nearly all, of the European leeches nsed
in Soath America, pass through the New York market. Mr. Witte claims to dillpose of' 100,000
leeohes a year in this wa.Yihe sends to porn. OIl both the Atlantic and Pacific sides of the South
American continent.

EXl'EN1' OF IMPORTA.TIONS, SALES, PRICES, &c.-The imlKlrt trade in leechoo, including the
quantity sent to South .America, amonnts to from 300,000 to 350,000 a year. The regular leech
importing hOllSe8 in this conntry 8Nl only two in number, both being located in New York
Gity. They sell in quantities of 25 to 1,000 and upwards, at pri(leS ranging from $25 to .50 a
thoUBaIld, though the smaller quantities, say from 100 downward, generally bring a higher price.
The retail prices for single leeches varies from 18 to 25 cents. The average wholesale price of

leeches sold by the two New York hOIl8e!l is about $&5 per thousand, which for an annual sale of
300,000 leeches would amount to '10,500.

It is stated that about one-half of the leech&! regularly disposed of by the dealers of Plltris

are sent to tbis country, or sold to England for her colonia.l trade, but the latter trade i8Dot

extensive. It is likewise affirmed that the greater part of the leeches sOld in thill OOI1lltry 8re
used by emigrants from Europe, and that were it Dot for that large element in our popalatiou the
leech trade would become of oomparatively slight importance.

THE 'I'RADE IN AMERICAN LEECHES.-A Philadelphia leecher of long practice inforlll8 tlSthat

thirty or forty years ago very mauy more American leeches were used in that city than tortlign
ones, but a8 the importation of the la.tter increased and the l~riooa declinoo, ,they gradually took

the place of the natives. The ma.rket price of the American leeches in New York at that tilne
was about '10 pat" thousand. Now l perhaps, scarcely more than 1,000 are actnallyt:mld ayeat,
though more than that quantity are brought to the eityand 8OId.Aboottellyeal. 'ago~
practice of leeching declined greatly in Philadelphia, and aboUttbat~periodrewel'.leeche8"were
used than iil any previoml year for a IODg tima.Since tbensomephyaieianiha,uagaisl-&trOngJy
advocated the uee of leeches, and the practice Ufon6e more.iacrea.siQg.Pbilad:~~lJtI.PP8ed·
with native leeches by a single person. who COllects, them in,Huek8 and'Berb'Qoull~~l~,
vania, and about'Trenton, N. J.t The value of theuattveJeecheB,us8dii1Ph~"tr_D,,·
is verysmaJ.l.
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The comparative merits of the European and American 1600hes have been discussed in oonnoo
tion with their natura.l history.

:lIIli!. ,lIoU'fnq lhe /U)tMt and lUll". of the imp"rt alld <!XJWrt trad~ 1110 I'IO()!I"" of N"U! YOl'k City, fur 1880 (I18ti_ted)••
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2.-THE TREPANG FISHERY.

THE TBEPANG FISHERY AT KEY WEST.

T!I:Jt fREPANG All .AN A.'£.TICLE OF FOOD.-The prepara.tion for market of thia soft 66hino
darmt variowily designated as holQtbnrian, sea·cncumber, sea·slug, beebe de mer, and trepangt

was, as the following aeeount wiiI .show, once attempted on th.e Florida coast; but either from
want of fillltDCial 8.Ucce88 or for other reasons, it was soon abandoned. The trepa.ng is (',Ommonly

·used as food in China, 'Which country derives the most of it.!! 8upplles from tbe wa.ters about
80tne of the80uth Pacific i81ands, where (lue or more suitable $pecies a.bound, and are prepared
f&r the Ohinese ma;rket iil: large qualltities. It i,s questionable whether Americana could eve< 00
induced to regard the trepang with favor as an article of food, a.lthough Dr. William Stimpson
states that a;:N" England speciea,PentMta.~,when lIlade into .a soup. is Vf\ry palatable.
It wlWJ, b.oweVet, for the purpose of supplying .tM- Ohinese trade that the Florida indu8try WIlA

. t -. .

.~ Theiip1'filllinfundaJied ..bl lilt. H8l'lll8n WltW.<tl~BW Yon-k. The qU8utity exporied iB i llolnded in the
',_t\i7 tiBpOrled. as ~lll,y ibi'elgu 1,e&c~esfUee:l:pottedttom thI. oollntry,

.'... ·f1'fa.~givenmtha oolumnQ/"AH other pone,1I belOllJ ~lltedIy 00' N~w York, and thN'e weVidl!JlltlT
~""etrorintbO~a.tioli forllJl'tt .
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established, and its failure would indicltte the impossibility of competing with a ~ource of supply

80 much nearer home, and in a regian where labor is much cheaper than in this nountr.y. It is,

nevertheless, interesting to know that such a food product exists upon the coast of the United
States in sufficient quantities to perillit of it.'l bl~ilJg utilized, should a demand for it arise.

TREI'ANG FISHERY AT KEY WESl'.-Mr. Silas Stearns, of Pensacola, Fla., writes as follows,
regarding the attempted fishery at Key l,Vel:lt:

.. III 1871 an Englishman e:l:mf\ to Key 'West, Fla., tor the purpos6 of gathering and preparing

trepsug for the Chinese market. He erected a sbed, nnder which were built fire-places, with large
kettles autl other urr3,ngementll, and also frames for drying. He arranged with the fishermen,

and fishermen's boys particularly, to bring him all the l:Iea-slu/{s the,Y could obtain, for which he

was to pay a certain price apiece. As tlll! slugs were n!T.r abundant on the shoal.s ahout Key

West, and the prices paid for them were liberal, no trouble was experienced in obtaining large

supplies."
The method of preparathm was explained to '1'11'. StearnI' as fOUOW8: "'rho 8ea-slugs. still

alive and freBb, were thrown into the kettle" and boiled a certain length of time, but aEl to the

eomposition of the liqnid in which they were cooked, my informant L"Ould 110t t,ell me. Then tlle:r
were taken out, the ouh~I' rough skin rubhed off, and the hody split with a kllife, aftoer which the

inteStines were remon'!" 1\1](1 the hOflJ' ;llll't-ad Oil eUllvas in the !'iun to dry. The next opel'lltion
after drJillg, and tlhJ final oue, wa~ to "llIoke thel'll; this w~ done in a smoke·house of the ordi
nary kiwI, ill which Ihlly ~I'er~ suspeJIIled on slats. Aft:€r the final process tIle tre}laug were

packed iu bales, covered witll sacking, and 8hiPllt',U to New York, where they were probably
rf\shipped to Uhina. 1<'01' two seasons (wintflrs) this industry was kept up, and apparently with

mllciJ KIICCef'Sj but at the close of the seCOlld season the houses and appllt'atns were sold, and the

operator left Key Vt'~st. Sille!! t hell llothiIl go fnrtlWf has been atte mpted in the tropang industry
there."




