ALBEMARLE FISHERIES

THE LARGEST NETS IN THE WORLD ARE THE STEAM SEINES FISHED IN OUR WATERS.

HALF MILLION AT ONE HAUL

The Largest Catches of Fish on Record Made in North Carolina—Dr. Capeheart

And the “Avoca” Fishery-the Noted Wood Family and the Fisheries of Greenfield, Drummond’s Point and Sandy Point—How the Big Seines are Hauled In.

The peculiar formation—island and sound, with a hundred bays and estuaries, and shallow, almost landlocked sounds—of our Eastern section makes it naturally one of the great fishing grounds of the world.

The waters of Pamlico and Albemarle, Currituck and Croatan and Core sounds all teem with fish of may varieties, fish that are not excelled in fineness of flavor by any others that the world affords.  Especially does the sound Albemarle swarm with herring and shad, and these fish seem to increase year by hear, in spite of the great nets that drag them out of the water by the hundred thousand.

The fishing industry is a source of great wealth to the State, and it is intimated that the annual catch is worth much more to North Carolina than the annual crop of cotton, the principal agricultural staple.

As far back as 1800 there were $1,243,288 invested and more than 12,000 persons were employed in the industry.  In the six years since the last census this has increased phenomenally, and the sum invested to-day in the simple paraphernalia of the industry is at least $2,000,000, and more than 20,000 persons are employed.

The twenty-six counties in which the industry is a leading feature are: Currituck, Camden, Pasquotank, Perquimans, Chowan, Gates, Hertford, Bertie, Martin, Washington, Tyrrell, Dare, Hyde, Beaufort, Pitt, Edgecombe, Pamlico, Craven, Lenoir, Carteret, Onslow, New Hanover, Pender, Duplin, Sampson, Brunswick.

The large sum invested in fishing apparatus includes boats, seines, pound gill, skim and Dutch nets, shore property, vessels, steam flats, pontoons, etc.

Many people even in North Carolina itself do not know that the largest fisheries on earth are in the State.  Some of the great hauls of the steam seines rival the “miraculous draught of fishes” that the Apostles drew from the Sea of Galilee, and the great catches almost pass belief.

Among the great steam seine fishes are:


Avoca, Dr. W. R. Capehart.


Greenfield, J. G. Wood and Frank Wood. 


Drummond’s Point, J. G. Wood and Frank Wood.

Sandy Point, H. G.Wood.

Croatan, Weymouth and Sons.

These are the largest of the Sound fisheries.

Nearly all the steam seine fisheries are located on the northern side of Albemarle Sound, though Avoca, Dr. Capehart’s fishery, is located on the south side of the Sound, and the  Weymouth fishery is located on Croatan Sound.

“What is the largest catch of fish ever made at one haul?” is the first question most people ask when one begins to talk of the North Carolina fisheries. 
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A complete record is kept at each fishery of every haul made, the exact hour at which the seine was landed, the condition of wind and tide and the catch of fish, and the price they brought.  In this way the exact number of fish caught at any one haul, from the beginning of fishing with these great seines, can be found at short notice.

The largest catch ever made, or at least, the largest ever accurately recorded was made at the old Montpelier Fishery at Skinner’s Point, on Albemarle Sound in 1868.  A few thousand over five hundred thousand fish were caught and saved at one haul.

A gentleman who was connected with one of the large fisheries told me that some twenty years ago at the Croatan fishery a haul was made that was estimated at six hundred thousand.  The seine was staked out in the Sound for two days and the fish drawn into shore by hand seines.  Nearly half a million fish were saved, he said, and thousands more turned loose in the Sound.  

The largest catch made in recent years was made by Dr. Capeheart at Avoca in 1892 when three hundred thousand were caught at one haul.  

These catches were of course phenomenal, but numerous catches of 100,000 and over are found on the records of the fisheries.

This past summer was a season that hardly came up to the standard, a catch of 95,000 was made at the Green Field fishery owned by Messrs. J. G. and Frank Wood.

From this some idea may be gained of the extent of these great fisheries.  

Before the war there were twenty-two of these immense seines between Drummond’s Point and Edenton, but the economy in the operation of the pound nets as compared with the great cost of maintaining the large plants required for the immense seine fisheries has driven out most of these plants out of existence.

These seines are the largest nets fished in the world and the catch is far beyond the next largest to be found anywhere else.

Long before steam seines were in[v]ented these immense nets were carried out by boats and drawn in by drums on the beach, operated by horse-power.  The catch was quite as large then as now, but the number of hauls a day was not so great, the horse-power seine being much slower than the seine operated by steam power.
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The steam seine is itself a North Carolina invention.  Capt. Peter Warren in 1869 invented the steam seine, and the first apparatus of the kind was put in use at Drummond’s Point, which fishery is now operated by Messrs. J. G. and Frank Wood, sons of Mr. Edward Wood, who owned the fishery when the first steam seine was there installed.  In 1870 steam was applied to the boats that carry out the seine.  Capt. Warren’s life was singularly marked by decades.  He patented the fishing flat in 1849, patented the oar locks in ’59, the shore apparatus in ’69, the steam flats in ’79, and died in 1889.  He cleared and established the Greenfield fisheries, which this year record the largest catch of any on the Sound.  This ingenious inventor, who did so much for the fishing industry, was for many years in the employ of Mr. Wood, one of the leading fishermen of the Albemarle region, and whose sons now own the largest fisheries on the Sound.  He is buried in the Baptist churchyard at Edenton, and Mr. Frank Wood will soon erect a monument to his memory, the funds being contributed by the seine fishermen.

Dr. Capeheart says in a letter in the North Carolina handbook:


“Prior to 1800 gill nets were the only device for catching shad and sturgeon.

Soon after that date seines were rigged and operated—Messrs. Jos. B. and Chas. Skinner, Mr. Cullen Capeheart and Mr. Starke Armistead, being the first to embark in the new enterprise.  Great success followed, and rapidly seine beaches were cleared all along the streams of Albemarle Sound down to Roanoke Island, and were operated until the beginning of the war—manual labor and horse-power being used.  Mr. Cullen Capehart in one season realized a profit of $18,000 in sixty days—160,000 shad, besides several hundred barrels of herrings.  At that date, 1844, all fish of each variety were cut, salted and shipped to Bath, Baltimore, Richmond, Philadelphia and New York.  In 1850 we commenced packing shad in vessels and shipping North.  The vessel being laden with ice (ice-grinding machines on deck), and, dropping anchor in front of one of the large fisheries, purchased the shad, started the grinder, and soon the vessel was laden with shade packed in ground ice, when it would set sail for New York.

“As soon as we commenced fishing after the close of the war, a new mode was commenced, shad, herring, striped bass and perch were packed in boxes

containing fifty shad and filled with finely ground ice, and shipped by fast freight to Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New York, and this has continued to the present date.  The catch varies very much some seasons.  I have known one beach to catch 160,000 shad in sixty-five days, and I have known the same beach to catch only 14,000 to a season.  The expense was from $8,000 to $10,000 per season.  Formerly, or until 1872, large boats, propelled by ten long oars, were used to convey the seines.  But Capt. Peter M. Warren in 1872 constructed a flat-bottom steamer.  These boats are very seaworthy, going in almost any water.  He also patented a steam gear for drawing the seines to the shore, so that, from that date to the present, the large seines are put out on large steamboats and drawn to the shore by steam-engines, an engine-house with steam drums being at each extremity of the beach.  About this date a new and economical device was placed in our waters, known as the pound or stationary net, and commonly called dutch net, because a Pennsylvania Dutchman first put them in Albemarle Sound.   Now our streams are lined with these nets.  Thousands of yards, yes hundreds of miles, of this netting is found along the streams of Albemarle Sound and Chowan River.  They have proved a very successful mode of catching all varieties of fish coming into our waters.  A well-rigged sound seine is worth about $5,000.”

The steam seine fisheries are very much like one another, and differ only in point of location and minor details.

THE “AVOCA” FISHERY.

The best known of the fisheries is “Avoca,” the property of Dr. W. R. Capeheart, who is recognized throughout the United States as an authority on fish and fish-culture.  Like most of the fisheries of the Albemarle, this has been in the family for generations, and Dr. Capeheart inherited it from his father, who was one of the leading fishermen of his day. The records of the “Avoca” fishery have been regularly kept since 1823.  At this fishery 300,000 herring have been saved from one haul, and hauls of 6,004 shad and 37,000 pounds of rock fish are recorded.  In 1893, one of the best seasons in recent years, 1,516 boxes of iced fish were shipped North from this fishery.

Avoca is one of the most interesting spots and most valuable estates in North Carolina.  The fishing beach is two miles from Dr. Capeheart’s handsome residence, which is situated at the river landing.  The plantation includes hundreds of acres of fertile farming and trucking lands, which are well cultivated and kept in fine order.  Dr. Capeheart is a model farmer as well as an authority on fish, and is one of the leading members of the State Board of Agriculture.

Avoca is the only one of the steam seine fisheries on the South Side of Albemarle Sound, and is situated near the mouth of the Scuppernong River.  The beach is a long, flat stretch of sand, sloping gently into the water.  The houses on the shore form a little village in themselves, for during the fishing season the seines are never idle night or day, and the proprietors move their families to the beach and live in sight of the busy nets.  Besides the main residences, there are various houses for the help employed.

The great seine at Avoca is 8,500 yards along, and is 36 feet deep; this includes 2,500 yards of netting and 6,000 yards of rope used to haul in the net.  The seine carries 8,000 corks and  hundreds of lead sinkers.

There are two steam plants on the beach, with their engines and their alternating steam drums on which the rope is wound as the seine is pulled in.  Between these two steam plants is the great loading place and warehouse, where the seine is landed and the packing and icing is done.  This is a long, low wooden building with an immense shed and floor jutting over the water.

The seine is carried out by two small steamers, called “flats,” and is “paid out” as the “Great Eastern” “paid out” the Atlantic cable.  Four hours is required to “shoot the seine” (that is, to carry out the net and “set” it in the sound), and to make the haul.  The seine is divided into two parts, one half being carried out by each “flat.” The steamers meet at the “stake boat” in the center, and there the two parts are connected.  Then the signals is given by whistles, and the steam drums on the beach begin to wind the rope and draw in the seine.  The lower side of the seine is drawn in first, leaving the fish to run in on the upper side.  At the proper time, denoted by signals, the upper side of the seine is drawn in.

Each haul is an event of the day, and a busier place than a fishing beach when the haul is made can hardly be imagined.  The fish are landed on this long platform in front of the warehouse, and they lie in a great heap, thousands of fluttering fins and millions of shining scales in the moving mass of the finny tribe.  

The process of cutting, cleaning, icing and packing begins the moment the seine is landed, and every hand is pressed into service until the entire haul is disposed of.  To show the expertness of some of the negro women employed in, this department, the fact may be cited that on the recent visit of Gov. Carr and party to Avoca, one of the hands employed there cut thirty herrings a minute by actual count, and this record has been often excelled.

Fish that are to be shipped fresh to the Northern market are immediately packed into boxes and iced, and at once transported to Edenton, where they are shipped North by the Norfolk and Southern.  The shad boxes are 42 x 24 inches and 12 inches deep, and contain fifty roe shad, or seventy-five buck shad.

Two lines of steamers touch at Avoca, and there are several sail-bats connected with the fishery.

Dr. Capeheart has experimented with various methods of fish culture and has a wide reputation as a fish authority.  In fact, last year he was prominently mentioned for United States Fish Commissioner, for which position he is eminently qualified.

He is president of the Edenton Fair, one of the officers of the State Fair, and is one of the leading citizens of the State

Living on one of the finest estates in North Carolina, he lives the life of the Southern gentleman, and dispenses a kindly hospitality that makes Avoca to his visitor a word of conjure with. 

GREENFIELD AND DRUMMOND’S POINT.

Messrs. J. G. and Frank Wood are now the largest fishermen on the Albemarle Sound.  They own two of the great seine fisheries, Greenfield and Drummond’s Point.  The latter is one of the oldest and most valuable on the Sound, while the former this year recorded the largest catch of any fishery in the Albemarle region.

These two fisheries have similar plants and are operated in the same manner.  The warehouses at both places are large and conveniently arranged, and the two fisheries are connected by a private telephone system.

The father of the present owners, Mr. Edward Wood, established the Greenfield fishery in 1852, and it has been in continuous operation since that time except a year or two during the Civil War.

The most successful season it has had four million herring were caught and nine thousand bushels of alt were used in curing them.  The fishery constantly employed that year 100 men and 40 women.  The largest single haul recorded on this beach in late years is 200,000; the largest for this season something over 90,000.  But the total catch this season has been unusually large, footing up 1,000,000 herring in a single week.

As high as $1,45 [sic] was realized for shad at the beginning of the season, but as the catch increases, the prices fall; iced fish are shipped North until they are no longer profitable; the catch is then corned and packed.  The seine at Greenfield is four miles long, there being 2,540 feet of netting.  The two fishing flats are the “Greenfield” and the “Fish Hawk.”  

A small steamer, the “Sophie Wood” plys [sic] between Edenton and the Greenfield and Drummond’s Point fisheries, carrying their product to the railroad terminus for shipment north.

These two fisheries supply a large portion of the herring consumed in Richmond and sold by the wholesale houses of that city.  Several vessels are constantly employed hauling fish to Richmond and Baltimore and bringing ice and lumber to the fisheries. 

North Carolina corned herrings are everywhere recognized as the best in the world, and bring the highest market prices.  On this account the fishermen of Maryland and Chesapeake Bay have imiatated [sic] the North Carolina method of packing and curing and label their fish “N.C.” herring.

Mr. Frank Wood, who is charge of Greenfield, is one of the best-posted men in North Carolina on fish and fisheries.  He is a thorough-going business man, and the affairs of the fishery are conducted in a strictly business way.

Mr. J. G. Wood, who during the season conducts the Drummond’s Point fishery, like his brothers, inherits the business capacity and ability of their father, Mr. Edward Wood, one of the most noted fishermen of the Albemarle in former days.

The Messrs. Wood, who own these large fisheries, are among the most prominent men of North-eastern Carolina  They are able, aggressive business men who are always at the head and front of the progress of their section.  They both have handsome residences in the beautiful town of Edenton and are among the wealthiest citizens of the place.

The plantations of Greenfield and Drummond’s Point are among the richest and most fertile in the State, and are in a high state of cultivation.

The Messrs. Wood are men of affairs and important factors in the business life of their State and section.

SANDY POINT.

“Sandy Point,” the property of Mr. Hal G. Wood, is one of the best known and has been for many years one of the most successful fisheries on the Sound.

Sandy Point is well equipped with large warehouses and ample facilities for handling fish.  There are two steam plants on the beach on either side of the large ware-house, and two well-built “flats” with side-wheels carry, out the seine.  The seine is 6,650 yards long, with 2,230 yards of netting.  

The “Captain of the Beach” at Sandy Point has general command of the entire force.  When superintending the shooting of the seine he goes out on the “seat boat” (the flat nearest the sea) and the Second Captain of the Beach is in command of the “land boat.”  The First Captain gives all the orders for the landing of the seine.  The signals are given by whistles from the boats and the engines on the bank.  Two hands are required to work the corks, two to the lead and one man pulls the “bag.”  It requires five men to “boat” the seine.  In shooting the seine the two flats, each with half the seine, steam out and “pay off” the seine as if it were cable.  They meet in the centre of the stake-boat and unite the seine; then at a signal the steam drums on the beach begin to wind the rope and haul in the seine.  Both ends of the seine are worked at the same time until they meet at the centre.  Then the hands leave the boats, take the seine and haul it on the long wharf that juts out from the big warehouse.

The process of cutting and packing the fish at once begins, and is continued until the entire haul is disposed of.

It requires four hours to “shoot the seine,” and the seines are never idle day or night during the fishing season.  

The shad are placed in shad vats, thoroughly washed and then iced for shipping.  Salt shad are cut and washed with cloth through three waters, are thoroughly rubbed with salt, and then packed in kegs in brine.

Herrings go through much the same process; two days after being salted they are pickled; at the end of seven days they are taken from the stands and put in vats, where they are dried and two days later are dry-packed in barrels holding 250 roe herring and 800 buck herring.  They are then ready for shipment.

Mr. Wood said of these fisheries: “These large seines were operated on rivers more than a hundred years ago.  They then used windlasses to wind the seines and mules to furnish the power.  Judge Iredell in his letters speaks of shipping barrels of herring to this brother in the West Indies, and he was collector of the Port of Edenton before the revolution.  There are now five of these large fisheries, where before the war there were twenty two on this Sound alone.  The first big seines were fished in the Sound at the beginning of this century.  The cost of operating one of these plants is some $150 a day, and as the season lasts sixty days, the cost is something like $28,000.  In the most successful seasons as much as $40,000 worth of fish is sometimes caught.”

“How do you provide the labor to operate these fisheries?” I asked Mr. wood.

“Oh, the labor returns like the herrings,” he answered smilingly.

Mr. Wood is one of the most popular and progressive citizens of Edenton, and has many friends all through the State.  He has a charming home in Edenton, and Sandy Point is one of the most valuable plantations and fisheries in the State.  He is one of the most useful citizens of the “Old North State” and one of the leaders in the great fishing industry of North Carolina.

