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The New Technology

Harvey Cheyne: Why can’t we always fish from the boat instead

of from the dories?

Dan Troop: Boat-fishin’ ain’t reckoned progressive. . . .
—Rudyard Kipling, Captains Courageous!

The Technological Revolution

Not all the forces threatening the traditional Maine sea fisheries in the new
era of laissez-faire were purely economic. One of the many benefits available
i(lﬁlc large fishing companies that cmcfEcIaftcr 1866 was the f ﬁnaﬁ?lal
ability to capitalize fully on technological advances in the industry. A_ﬁy_ltr

mate relationship between money and technology developed in the fisheries

during the period immediately following the Civil War, when a series of revo-

‘Tutionary changes completely transformed the way in which fish were taken

faﬁi tadically increased the expenses involved. This “Technological Revo-
lution,” comciding as it did with the emergence of monopoly capitalism,
served to hasten the already rapid demise of economic democracy in Maine’s
fishing industry.

Until the 1860s the New England sea fisheries were carried on in a rela-
tively simple and inexpensive manner. Groundfish were caught by the time-
honored hand-line method, and mackerel were similarly “jigged” by hook
and line. Both forms of fishing were done from the deck of the vessel, and
neither required a major outlay of capital for purchase or upkeep of gear.
Beginning in the late 1850s and early 1860s, several innovations were intro-

_vessel hand-lining. The trawl, a single multi-hooked line,* allowed each in-
dividual hisherman to multiply his catch. The use of dories, with or without
trawls, allowed a given vessel to fish a much wider area more intensively. In
mackereling, the purse seine, essentially a huge net with a drawstring, grad-

*Similar to today’s “long line” and not to be confused with the modern trawl, which is a net
dragged along the sea bottom. The nineteenth-century trawl was a stationary line set and
tended by dory fishermen. Its numerous hooks were fastened to shorter lines (gangings) at-
tached, in turn, to the main setline, which extended from the ocean floor to floats or buoys on
the surface of the water. (For a detailed description, see Pierce, 63, 66-69.)

160

The New Technology 161

ually supplanted old-fashioned hooking by hand.* It permitted fishermen
to surround and capture entire schools of fish with minimal use of bait. Like
the trawl and dory, the purse seine increased the catch potential as well as
the efficiency of the vessel employing it, and it also speeded the fishing pro-
cess. Dories and trawls were in common use among New England cod fish-
ermen by 1860 and had completely superseded deck fishing twenty years
later. Purse seining, widely adopted for the first time during the Civil War,
was nearly universal in the mackerel fishery by 1870.2

These developments bore dire consequences for the traditional Maine
sea-fisheries economy. The efficiency of the New Technology, however, was
unquestionable. It meant more fish in less time. In 1853, when she was one
of the highliners of the Penobscot Bay fleet, the schooner Martha Burgess of
Castine caught 31,000 cod in five months of vessel hand-lining on the Grand
Banks of Newfoundland.? Grand Bankers of the 1850s seldom took more
fish than that, and ordinarily fares were much less. The deck fisherman Black
Hawk of Bucksport, for instance, averaged 22,000 cod during five consecu-
tive years (1848—1852) of fishing off Newfoundland and never landed more
than 27,000 in any given May—September season.* Returns were similar in
the other banks fisheries. The 33,000 cod taken on Quercau Bank off Nova
Scotia in 1851 by the Vinalhaven schooner Mirror was the largest catch re-
corded on that ground by a Maine fishing vessel during the deck-fishing era’

A quarter-century later the innovation of dory hand-lining had increased
catch totals strikingly. Using the dory method, the Portland schooner Gertze
Lewis caught 52,000 fish on one trip to Western Bank in 1879.6 Another
dory hand-liner, the Lady Elgin of Southport, took 64,000 cod within two
months in 1886, also on Western Bank.” In eastern Maine, cod landings,
which had rarely exceeded 30,000 (or a thousand quintals) per vessel in the
1850s, averaged close to 50,000 (or seventeen hundred quintals) in the
1880s, following the conversion to the dory system.® Even these increases
paled, however, when compared to the results of traw! fishing. The first
primitive Maine trawlers to fish the Gulf of St. Lawrence for cod around
1860 recorded catches that were double or triple those of contemporary
hand-liners on the same grounds.® Technological refinements in ensuing

*Until the advent of the purse seine, mackerel were taken in two basic ways: “drailing,” or
troll fishing under sail with baited hooks attached to long poles, and “jigging,” or drift fishing
with baited hand-lines, using chopped bait thrown on the water to attract schools of fish.
Drailing, the older form, was common until circa 18201830, while jigging predominated
thereafter. (Sources: Mackerel Fishery Materials, 85-98, 117-18; Goode Report, sec. §,1:275-86,
298—-300; Halifax Commission Proceedings, 2810.)
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fishermen employed on shares had kept pace with the general upward trend
of wages during the 1860s and 1870s, increasing their earnings by roughly
the same percentage as had the working population of the United States as
a whole. Annual wages for all American workers rose by an average of
approximately 60 percent between the immediate prewar period (circa
1850-1860) and the decade of the 1870s.!% Similarly, the $239 average wage
earned by Portland’s vessel fishermen in the 1870s was just about 60 percent
higher than the $150 average annual wage prevailing throughout the New
England fisheries during the 1850s.!%' The comparison is deceptive, how-
ever, because it does not take into account the loss of the federal s1’1bsidy.
The bounty allowance, which averaged close to $20 per year, swelled the typ-
ical antebellum fisherman’s income from $150 to $170.192 In real income

then, the average yearly wage earned by Portland’s fishermen in the mid-’
1870s represented an increase of not 60 percent but 40 percent. The differ-
ence was crucial, since it wiped out the margin that had protected the pre-
v1ous‘gcneration of fishermen from total dependence on the industry’s
notorious credit system.

Some idea of what the bounty meant in terms of individual solvency can
be seen in the experience of Castine’s prewar fishermen. In 1853, seven of
the nine sharesmen belonging to the Grand Banker Martha Burgess of that
port returned from their voyage owing money to the local outfitter, but
the bounty allowance was sufficient by itself to retire the debts of fo:Jr of
them. In that particular case, the crew’s average individual debt amounted
to $17.31, while their average individual bounty payment was $24.95, just
enough to save the men from the financial exactions of the “com’pany
store.”163

The removal of these protective subsidies in 1866 exposed fishermen to
the full brunt of the destructive credit system and thereby contributed
greatly to their declining economic fortunes in the post—Civil War period.
The credit system, which was based on the habitual practice of borrowing
against the returns of a voyage, was the social curse of the fishing industry.
It was not a new institution, having evolved over decades, and it was not
limited to the Maine or even the American fisheries. Variations appecared
wherever and whenever fishing was pursued. Nova Scotia and Massachu-
setts both maintained oppressive credit systems in the 1830s, and others
flourished fifty years later in Newfoundland, Great Britain, and the Gaspé
region of Quebec.16%

The very nature of the fishing industry demanded some form of credit
financing. Like the farmer, who required capital for tools and seed money
in advance of his cash crop, the fisherman had to obrain gear and provisions
in the spring in order to bring in a sea “crop” that was not fully harvested
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until the fall. Unlike the farmer, who worked at home, the fisherman left his
family behind and thus added to his economic vulnerability. Moreover, the
low wages and seasonal aspects of the occupation precluded his saving much
money during the winter months in preparation for the following year.
Someone had to provide him with the means to go fishing each spring, and
someone also had to provide for his family in his absence. That need was
filled by the outfitting merchant, who often doubled as fish dealer. He sup-
plied the crewman with clothing, bedding, foul-weather gear, extra provi-
sions, and whatever other amenities were needed for the voyage.* At the
same time, he arranged a line of credit for the crewman’s family so that their
day-to-day necessities would be guaranteed over the course of the fishing
season. A Massachusetts congressman described how the operation func-

tioned in his district in 1857:

After . . . [the skipper] has secured his crew, he arranges with a packer or a
dryer to furnish all supplies to the vessel that may be needed during the fishing
season. This inspector, packer or dryer, keeps a store containing a stock of ship
chandlery and stores usually needed in the fitting of a vessel. He also, upon
the order of that portion of the crew who have families, supplies to them a
limited quantity of provisions in the absence of the vessel; and when she re-
turns he takes the fish, if any are caught, sells them, and makes up the voyage,
crediting the account of each man with the amount due, charging and de-
ducting what may be, by agreement, his for services in packing, drying, and
inspecting, and for outfits and family stores delivered.'6®

Given the realities of the industry, the merchant’s role as “banker” was
absolutely essential. As one veteran of the Maine fisheries remarked, “It was
nothing but unlimited credit that ever kept the fishermen up.” % Unfortu-
nately, the system had a dark side. The men invariably returned from the fish-
ing grounds in the merchant’s debt for either their outfit or their families’
living expenses, and they paid dearly for the privilege of deferred payment.
At Harpswell, in the 1850s, fishermen obtaining their outfits on credit—
the vast majority—were charged considerably more than the fortunate few
who were able to pay in cash.!¢” Interest was also applied to hooks and lines

*Among the items charged by individual crewmen belonging to Castine’s Grand Banks fleet
in May 1853 were the following: Boots, shoes, overalls, shirts, pants, underwear, jackets, woolen
jerseys, slippers, stockings, mittens, nippers (wool fishing gloves), hats, snits of oil clothes,
sou’westers (storm hats), barvels (fishing aprons), mattresses, blankets, towels, sewing needles
and thread, calico and flannel cloth, buttons, belts, scissors, knives and spoons, books, pencils,
cigars, pipes and tobacco, soap, hand mirrors, combs, hair oil, sea chests, “pain killer,” raisins,
currants, apples, sugar, pickles, €ggs, cheese, butter, and lemon syrup. (Source: PMM, GC,

MS 125.)
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and basic provisions, which were purchased collectively by the entire crew.
A character in Elijah Kellogg’s semi-fictional account of Maine’s antebellum
fisheries attempted to explain this harsh fact of life to his novice fisherman-
son: “You see, boy, this ere skipper and crew they’ll go right ter Bickford’s
store, and they’ll take up their provisions, lump it all together, have it
charged, to pay out of the fare of the fish when they come back, and they’ll
have to give a high price, if he is a goin® to trust ’em four months; he’ll want
pay for trustin ’em, and for the risk, and the trouble of making out his ac-
count. Don’t you see, boy?” 168 '

The exact interest charged by merchant-creditors is open to question,
but by the post—Civil War years it was considerable. A profit of 10 percent*
was said to be standard for goods sold to fishermen on a cash basis in the
1870s.1%® However, purchases made on credit were marked up at least an-
other 10 to I§ percent, and one Maine captain claimed that outfitters charged
an additional 20 percent above the cash price for fishing essentials and
added 25 percent on supplies credited to the men’s families.!”® There were
also occasional reports of outright cheating by unscrupulous storekeepers,
or “longshore sharks,” who dealt primarily with uneducated fishermen pos-
sessing a limited understanding of figures or bookkeeping methods.!”!

In addition to suffering high interest and overcharges, crewmen were
victimized by the manner in which fishing trips were traditionally settled.
Payment was rarely made at the end of the voyage. In the salt fisheries, ves-
sel owners or merchants waited until the catch was processed and marketed
before paying off the men. This could take months. The schooner Glen-
dower of Castine returned from a season on the Grand Banks in late August
1858, but her crew received no compensation until the catch was sold in
Boston the following March.'72 By then, the crew had remained debtors for
the better part of a year, settling their accounts just in time to ship out again
for the fishing grounds, once more in debt for the voyage. Each spring the
cycle was repeated, and the fishermen were, in effect, carried on the com-
pany’s books (at interest) more or less indefinitely.** Their dependence on
the merchants who extended credit placed them, as Fish Commission in-

*On at least some items the regular markup was appreciably higher. In 1883 pairs of fisher-
men’s wool mittens wholesaled for four dollars per dozen and retailed for six dollars per
dozen, resulting in a healthy 5o percent profit. (Source: MIJ, news item, 5 January 1883.)

**This process of perpetual economic bondage bore a remarkable resemblance to the oper-
ation of the infamous agricultural lien system of the late nineteenth century, whose impact on
southern tenant farmers was described in memorable fashion by C. Vann Woodward: “The lien
system converted the Southern economy into a vast pawn shop. Its evil effects did not end
when the farmer signed away his future crop, for that act merely started a vicious circle of com-
pounded evils. It meant that until he paid the last dollar of his debt, and his crop was often
found inadequate for that, he was dependent for his every purchase, clothing, food, imple-
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vestigators delicately put it in 1880, «somewhat at the mercy of these men if
they chose to be exacting.” 173 Some fishermen, of course, never got out from
under, and their eventual share of the previous year’s trip, once sc.ttlcd upolr;i
merely served as the annual payment on their permanent, f)ngomg debt.
In the era of government subsidies, a few never even saw their bounty.moncy,
which passed through the mercantile establishment and was credited tlc;;
ward their bills or was used as an advance on their annual spring outfits.

Delayed crew payments, called “end-of-season” scttlements, were stan-
dard procedure at most New England fishing ports, both before and af'tcr
the Civil War.176 The outstanding exception was Gloucester, where bf:gm—
ning around 1850 cash settlements with the crew were made immcd:atcclly
upon the vessel’s arrival, as soon as the fish were weighed out. These “end-
of-trip” payments, which eventually drew large numbers of ﬁsh.crmf:n to
Gloucester from other ports,* allowed crew members to short-circuit the
credit system somewhat by freeing themselves from interest charges for at
least part of the year.!”” Unfortunately for most fishermen, the Gloucester
scheme was not widely adopted elsewhere. '

In Maine, the tradition of late payments carried over ‘mtc.) the postwar
period largely unchanged. (It was still adhered to aF Castine in 1870, some
twenty years after immediate settlements were first 1.ntroduccd at Glouccs,-
ter.)178 This became the source of considerable tension bctwc.cn 'the §tatc s
merchants and fishermen, especially when the timely annual distribution 9f
bounty money—normally made around the first of January!7®—ceased in
1867. A contributing factor to the decline of the ind'ustry a.t Dccr Tsie after
1868, for instance, was said to have been an economic relationship between
fitters and crews “whereby a settlement with the fisherman was often d.c»
layed for nearly a year, during which time they were subjected to all the dis-
advantages of the credit system in its worst forms.”.“‘0 Deer Isle lﬁshcrmer}
registered their protest by increasingly deserting their home fleet in favor o
employment on vessels from other ports. By 1880 seventy-five ﬁf; them were
regularly shipping out on Portland and Gloucester schooners.

Sadly, those migrating to Portland merely cxcbangcd one form of ex-
ploitation for another. Portland’s merchants did, indeed, evolve a form of

ments, fertilizer, everything, upon his creditor merchant, who charged bim from twer;ltyetg
fifty per cent more than the cash price and dictated the amount and quality of the purchas 8.]
(Source: C. Vann Woodward, Tom Watson: Agrarian Rebel [New York: Macmillan Co., 1938},
125: Gﬂiﬁcester also offered the attraction of debt assumption by vessel owners in cases of bro-
ken voyages. If a fishing trip showed no profit, leaving the fisherman WIthOul’dLaSh to p.e:))flftn
outfitting debt incurred at another merchant’s store, t-hc vessel o?avner assumed responsibility
for the account and paid it. (Source: Halifax Commission Proceedings, 2589.)
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the end-of-trip settlement by the 1870s, but unlike Gloucester’s format it
was optional and unrelated to wholesale fish prices.* Rather, it consisted of
the men exercising the dubious choice of waiting, as usual, for the comple-
tion of processing or selling their share in the catch to the fitter or owner
for immediate cash at what was termed by one observer as “a considerable
sacrifice.” 182 In effect, those who waited for the catch to be cured and sold
ultimately realized a greater return, but the added income was eaten up by
the interest they compiled in the meantime by living off the company store.
On the other hand, those selling off their share of the catch avoided credit
charges but earned far less money. It was a Hobson’s choice that typified
the economic trap Maine fishermen found themselves in as the nineteenth
century entered its last decades.

The unregulated and socially debilitating credit structure produced as a
by-product of the New England fisheries had disastrous long-range effects
on the industry. In its final form after the Civil War, it combined with the
breakdown of the share system and the elimination of government support
subsidies to create a new, dependent class of fishermen—a maritime prole-
tariat of sorts. By 1880 or thereabouts, a definite class division, not totally
apparent a generation carlier, had emerged between those who fished and
those who owned and serviced the vessels. To some, this was inevitable and
desirable. According to one evaluation of the industry’s New Capitalism,
“The more extensive and more profitable the fishery, the more necessary and
natural is the division of the persons engaged in carrying them on into two
classes—the capitalists and the fishermen.” 182 From the standpoint of pure
economic efficiency and short-run profit, the absorption of independent en-
trepreneurs by large industry units and the conversion of semi-independent
sharesmen into low-paid and impoverished wage earners may, indeed, have
been praiseworthy. Nevertheless, it left a residue of economic dissatisfaction
and social antagonism that was bound to undermine the internal vitality of
the fisheries. In the end, it led to a wholesale desertion of the industry in
Maine, as fishermen sought first to ply their trade elsewhere and, ultimately,
to abandon that trade altogether.

*The universal end-of-trip payment system developed at Gloucester was facilitated by the
city’s status as a direct marketing center, whose wholesale merchants did not deal with other
middlemen. This resulted in immediate price serting and prompt transactions at all levels.
Portland’s merchants, on the other hand, were primarily indirect marketers, who dealt with
large wholesalers in Boston and New York. They were less able to predict ultimate prices and
consequently discouraged immediate payment by means of arbitrarily low cash settlements de-
signed to guarantee their own profits. (Source: Geode Report, sec. 2, 89-92, 147—49.)

C HAPTER 8

The Hard and Dangerous Life

What a wretched life the fisherman has—with his berth a home,
the sea his labor and fish his wandering prey!—Moschos of
Syracuse, poct, 150 B.C.!

Perils and Hazards

The primary role of market economics and tcchnologic'al change in tgxe re-
organization and ultimate decline of Maine’s sea fisheries tends to obscure
another important element in that process. Not the least of the facft?;s
slowly undermining the state’s native industry was the hazardous way’ of life
it entailed. The sea in all its unpredictable moods was thc.: ﬁshcrmans' con-
stant companion, and he was always in danger of losing h)S‘vcs§cl or his llfc.
The United States Fish Commission did not cxaggcr:.atc wbcn it reported in
1886 that “probably no other industry carried on in this country s.ho:rz
yearly such a large loss in life and property as the New En'gland fisheries.
In 1884, a rather typical year, the region as a whole sacrificed twenty-one
schooners and 134 lives in order to bring in the catch.?
Maine suffered its share of fishing-related disasters. In October 1841, for
example, six schooners belonging to the single town of Vinalhaven were
lost in the harbor of Matinicus Island, where they had unsucccssful.ly at-
tempted to ride out a northeast storm.* Vinalhaven’s loss was dramatic l.)c-
cause it resulted from one sudden visitation of natflrc, but othf:r Mal'ne
ports paid an even greater cumulative price for their involvement in thg fm-
dustry. The Penobscot Bay town of Castine lost fourteen vessels and fifty-
one men in the fisheries during the twenty-nine years bctwe.cn 1839 .afld
1867, and nearby Belfast experienced cleven vcs?cl losses and thirty fatal:{t-lcs
over roughly the same period. Altogether, during the half-century en ing
in 1889 at least fifty-nine schooners and ninety-seven ﬁshcrmen——appr'om—
mately one vessel and two men each year—were lost from the various
fishing towns bordering Penobscot Bay.5 Farther to the w?stward, the port
of Boothbay gave up fifteen schooners and fifty-four men 1n t.h.c forty years
between 1833 and 1873, a loss in lives exceeding the town’s Civil War battle
fatalities, which were themselves proportionately greater than those of any
other fishing village in Maine.® Portland’s losses were even more severe. In
terms of a concentrated multiplicity of disasters, few places matched the
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