






30 Marine Fisheries Review

Fresh sponges placed on the deck of
the vessel quickly died and began to
decompose, oozing a pungent “gurry”
that constantly drained across the decks
and through the scuppers. Conse-
quently, although these vessels were
quite handsome, their foul odoriferous
nature undoubtedly made them unwel-
come guests at many anchorages
(Rathbun, 1887). Once a week, usually
Friday evening, the vessel would stand
inshore and unload the catch into shal-
low enclosures called sponge “crawls”
(Fig. 7). Here the sponges soaked while
the previous week’s catch was beaten
with a short wooden club called a
“bruiser” and cleaned. The sponges were
then strung on rope and hung on the
vessel’s rigging to dry. A watchman was
detailed to watch these crawls during
the vessel’s absence to thwart thievery.
The watchman’s lonely vigil on some
remote key likely was filled with long
hours of abject boredom, punctuated with
the summer heat and biting insects. Each
crew member was assessed $0.35 /trip to
pay the watchman’s fee (Cobb, 1904).

A successful sponge expedition de-
pended on the abundance of quality
sponges, good weather, clear water, and
the expertise and stamina of the hook-
ers. The sponge fishery was adversely
affected by “poisoned waters” which
appeared off the Florida west coast in
1844, 1854, 1878, and 1880. This was
described as long streaks of noxious
discolored water that drifted lengthwise
with the tide killing fish and sponges
(Collins, 1887; Rathbun, 1887). Initial
theories suggested that this was either
swamp water from the mainland or due
to volcanic gas, but today it sounds sus-
piciously like red tide. Additionally,
natural and man-made disasters made
the expeditions challenging, such as the
September 1897 hurricane which sank
many Key West sponge boats or the
prowling Spanish warships that forced
the fleet to land their catches at Tarpon
Springs (Cobb, 1904).

The vessels landed their catch at Key
West (Fig. 8) and sorted the sponges
into piles according to size and grade.
The dealers would then assemble on the
wharf to examine the various lots and
then submit a written bid to the vessel
owner, who sold them to the highest

Figure 7.—Sponge crawls and sponge fleet at Anclote Keys (Cobb, 1904).

Figure 8.—Landing sponges for auction at Key West (Cobb, 1904).

bidder (Fig. 9, 10). Since the vessel own-
ers furnished the complete outfit, includ-
ing provisions, they were entitled to half
of the gross profits. The rest was divided
equally among the crew, with the captain
and cook receiving an extra bonus.

The auction winner hauled the
sponges off in a cart to a large airy ware-
house where they were cleaned, trimmed,
and thoroughly dried (Fig. 11, 12, 13).
They were then graded and packed into
bundles for shipment to New York,

Philadelphia, and St. Louis. Unfortu-
nately, several dealers became greedy
and were accused of unethical practices
that were secretly conducted behind
closed warehouse doors. These con-
sisted of “liming” and “sanding.” Lim-
ing was a bleaching process which con-
sisted of soaking the sponges in a solu-
tion of lime and seawater to improve
their appearance in the marketplace.
Although this was a good marketing
strategy, the process injured the struc-
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Figure 9.—Silent sponge auction at Key West (Cobb, 1904).

Figure 10.—Silent sponge auction at Anclote Keys (Cobb, 1904).

tural integrity of the sponge and they
quickly fell apart when used. Sanding
was a fraudulent practice that involved
soaking sponges in a saturated solution
of seawater and fine sand in order to
increase the weight of the sponge bales
to be sold in the northeast. Sanding
could increase the weight, and subse-
quent value, of a bale from 25% to even
100%. Needless to say, both of these
illegal acts were eventually exposed and
discontinued (Rathbun, 1887). Dealers
also had a tendency to fill the center of
the processed sponge bales with infe-
rior grade sponges that could not have
been sold otherwise.

Decline of the Sponge Fishery

The Florida sponge fishery increased
steadily from its inception and quickly
became the dominant fishery in Key
West (Table 1). Florida sponges were
also exported to overseas markets as
early as 1870 (Stevenson, 1896). How-
ever, by 1887 there were fears of over-
fishing, and experiments were success-
fully conducted involving artificially
propagating sponges from cuttings
(Collins, 1887; Rathbun, 1887; Brice,
1898). A small cutting, properly at-
tached to the bottom in a suitable habi-
tat, would supposedly produce a mar-
ketable-sized sponge in a year. Although
there seemed to be much interest and
limited success in propagating sponges,
no commercial enterprise was ever for-
mally initiated and the fishermen slowly
moved into deeper water in search of
new grounds. Sponging was so intense
that in 1899 the surplus catch of excep-
tionally large sheepswool sponges were
sold to the U.S. and British armies and
navies for cleaning guns (Smith, 1901).

The fishery seemed to have plateaued
near the turn of the century, as supplies

Table 1.—Reported Florida sponge landings and value.

Weight Value
Year (kg) ($U.S.)

1904 144,880 376,185.00
1903 171,422 447,346.00
1902 157,349 344,422.00
1901 179,426 492,740.00
1900 189,661 567,685.00
1899 138,075 367,914.00
1897 150,389 286,040.00
1896 107,190 273,012.00
1895 138,856 386,871.00
1890 166,367 438,682.00
1889 143,591 381,087.00

could not meet demand, and Florida
enacted legislation that prohibited div-
ing for sponges or taking sponges less
than 4 inches in diameter, protected pro-
spective sponge cultivators, and placed
a $25 fee for non-U.S. citizen sponge
fishermen (Brice, 1898). In spite of this
legislation to protect the fishery, Smith
(1898) felt that the inshore sponge

grounds were heavily overfished. For-
tunately, the introduction of Mediterra-
nean hard-hat diving in 1905 at Tarpon
Springs opened deeper sponge beds
unavailable to hooking, and the Florida
sponge fishery flourished until the
sponge blight in 1939.

Florida’s sponge fishery never fully
recovered from the 1939 sponge blight






