Technology versus the Atlantic Halibut
(Hippoglossus hippoglossus) of the Gulf of Maine:
The Impact of Railroads, Sharpshooters, Ice
Preservation, and the Telegraph on This Fishery,
1848-1868.
Citation
Vose, Stephen R. 2009. Technology versus the Atlantic Halibut (Hippoglossus hippoglossus) of
the Gulf of Maine: The Impact of Railroads, Sharpshooters, Ice Preservation, and the Telegraph
on This Fishery, 1848-1868.. Master's thesis, Harvard University, Extension School.

Permanent link
https://nrs.harvard.edu/URN-3:HUL.INSTREPOS:37367522

Terms of Use
This article was downloaded from Harvard University’s DASH repository, and is made available
under the terms and conditions applicable to Other Posted Material, as set forth at http://
nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:dash.current.terms-of-use#LAA

Share Your Story
The Harvard community has made this article openly available.
Please share how this access benefits you. Submit a story .
Accessibility

Technology versus the Atlantic Halibut (Hippoglossus hippoglossus) of the
Gulf of Maine: The Impact of Railroads, Sharpshooters, Ice Preservation, and the
Telegraph on This Fishery, 1848-1868.

Stephen R.Vose

A Thesis in the Field of the History of Science
For the Degree of Master of Liberal Arts in Extension Studies

Harvard University
April 14, 2009

ii

Abstract
This study investigates the role of the industrial revolution in the precipitous
decline of the offshore Atlantic halibut (Hippoglossus hippoglossus) population in the
Gulf of Maine, from 1848 to 1868. New technologies were incorporated for use into the
Gloucester, Massachusetts halibut fishing fleet between 1848 and 1851 that included the
railroad, sharpshooter fishing vessels, ice preservation technology and the telegraph.
Halibut from this region quickly became a top selling national seafood product, and the
first fresh fish to be continentally marketed. This twenty-year time span was of major
significance because it marked the first combined use of this technology in the field of
maritime natural resources.
By analyzing historical maritime records and literature of this time period,
research would show that an integrated, coordinated infrastructure of technology played a
significant part in the collapse of this halibut population. When maritime overfishing is
discussed, blame is mostly placed on the increased number of boats journeying out into
the ocean in search of more fish. History reveals that many biological and technical
factors are actually involved.
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Chapter I
Introduction

Commercial overfishing of the offshore Atlantic halibut population in the Gulf of
Maine was the first event of this type in the Americas. Current literature on this natural
resource depletion points to an intensified effort to catch this species as the cause of its
dramatic population decline. While this assessment is accurate, it is also incomplete.
Important interrelated technologies facilitated this species collapse and a descriptive
analysis of how these contributed to the eventual outcome has not been adequately
explored in the previous literature.
The activity of maritime fishing has long supplied humans with the important
dietary resource of animal protein. Since forming social groups in the Paleolithic Era,
people have utilized a number of maritime fisheries resources. On the shores of the Gulf
of Maine, archaeological analysis of prehistoric culture campsites have turned up
remains of marine mollusks, fish otoliths and skeletal parts.1 Fish, and other animals
commonly found in coastal waters would have been obvious targets for capturing by
indigenous people, including those that occasionally come up to the sea’s surface, like
whales, seals, and swordfish. Several authors have stated that prehistoric animal overkill
by our ancestors probably occurred frequently, and as suggested by McCellan and Dorn,2

1

Bruce J. Bourque, Diversity and Complexity in Prehistoric Maritime Societies: A Gulf of Maine
Perspective (New York: Springer Publishing, 1995), 1.
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James E. McClellan and Harold Dorn, Science and Technology in World History (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006), 15.
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along with Pauley and Maclean in their recent publications, “animal overkill started on
land.” 3 While such human behavior patterns undoubtedly have been replicated with
many species over time, ocean fish populations were more protected from exploitation
by early people, simply because of a lack of technology needed to overcome a hostile
water environment. In addition, in temperate climates such as New England, a limited
seasonal availability of various fish species eliminated the possibility of constant fishing
efforts by these groups.
East of New England, in the Gulf of Maine, halibut long existed in large
numbers,4 most likely developing into its modern day physiology during the Miocene
Epoch.5 Offshore fish populations were probably not impacted by later Neolithic people
in coastal New England for thousands of years.6 The development of colonial North
Atlantic commercial fishing started in the seventeenth century with a wide variety of
species being caught, such as the codfish (Gadus morhua), haddock (Melanogrammus
aeglefinus), Atlantic herring (Clupea harengus), pollock (Pollachius pollachius), and
mackerel (Scomber scombrus). These fishes are, in most cases, easily caught, relatively
small, and not cumbersome to handle when processing for market. The codfish,
especially, had a long established commercial history in New England, beginning in the

3

Daniel Pauley and Jay Maclean, In a Perfect Ocean (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2003), xviii.
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George B. Goode, The Fisheries and Fishery Industries of the United States (Washington, DC:
U.S. Government Printing Office, 1884), section I, 194.
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Alfred Romer, Vertebrate Paleontology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971), 361.
Pauly and Maclean, In a Perfect Ocean, 14.
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early seventeenth century. As maritime fishing efforts increased, however, nearshore
populations of fish started to decrease, drawing boats farther away from the shore.
Coastal overfishing had been an earlier recognized occurrence in European
regions, where rulers had voiced concern about such activity, as King Charles I did in the
1620s.7 Even earlier, in 1215, the Magna Carta mentions the need of giving free passage
to Atlantic salmon returning from the sea, in order to spawn in English rivers.8 In colonial
Massachusetts, concerns of overfishing had been expressed by citizens about inshore fish
species, but evidently not about offshore fishery resources.9 Adam Smith, in 1776,
foresaw possible problems in this industry when he wrote “commercial fishing is a good
example of economic growth in an unrestricted commercial environment”.10
The demise of the Atlantic halibut population in the late nineteenth century finally
motivated some American scientists to take a closer look at marine resource depletions.
Many of these researchers came to view significant drops in fish populations as part of
the natural changes which occurred in the ocean environment. Fishermen of the time
shared basically the same philosophy, that commercial fishing was not the cause of
declining catches. Even today, many fishermen think that there are always more fish out
there to catch, it’s just a matter of finding them. Another note of importance is that no
maritime fishing laws relating to halibut were in place in New England during this time.
7
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This resource was totally wide open to exploitation by anyone who could assemble the
necessary equipment and experienced people to do the work and the concept of maritime
overfishing would not be scientifically recognized until well into the twentieth century.
This collapse of the offshore Gulf of Maine Atlantic halibut population took
place over a period of about twenty years. Sabine, in 1853, described this fishery as a
new industry,11 but by 1868, halibut in this region existed in low numbers.12 Since that
time, this species has not come close to recovering its original population. Recent
research published on this nineteenth-century Atlantic halibut topic discusses this
biological collapse as being mostly due to increased fishing intensity. In addition, it is
explained, the halibut requires a relatively long period of time to reach sexual maturity,13
and therefore is very slow to reproduce. While these reasons played important roles in its
depletion, just as significant was the introduction and sequential development of four
technologies that made the greatly increased marketing of the halibut possible.
Intertwined with the introduction of new technologies was the first industrial use of
electrical and fossil fuel forms of energy in North America.
From about 1800 to 1830, the Atlantic halibut were commercially fished with
varying levels of intensity, and mostly in more nearshore locations. At that time, the only
way to keep fish in a marketable condition on board boats was to salt or dry them.
Because of this, catches of fresh halibut were limited to sales in local markets only, For
11

Lorenzo Sabine, Report on the Principle Fisheries of the American Seas: Prepared for the
Treasury Department of the United States (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1853), 197.
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a number of reasons we will explore in this paper, halibut, for the most part, was
considered at best a bycatch species, and at worst a discard. It was not viewed as a highly
valuable seafood product.
Between 1848 and 1851, however, this scenario would change dramatically.
Railroad service, sharpshooter fishing vessels, the ice preservation industry, and the
telegraph would all arrive at the port of Gloucester, Massachusetts and quickly become
integrated for use in the halibut fishing industry. The railroad and telegraph systems both
would require a continuing period of development to reach a point of greater
effectiveness, but they still would play crucial roles in the rise, and eventual demise, of
the halibut population in the Gulf of Maine. Gloucester, self described as America’s
oldest seaport, was the collective meeting point for these technologies, and with their use,
the era of continental fresh halibut distribution in the United States had begun.

5

Chapter II
Atlantic Halibut Biology

The Atlantic halibut, Hippoglossus hippoglossus (Linnaeus 1758), largest member
of the Pleuronectidae family, is thought to reach a maximum weight of about 700
pounds.14 This fish is very closely related physiologically to another North American
species, the Pacific halibut, Hippoglossus stenolepis. Members of this family are
sometimes referred to as being right-eyed. As adults, both eyes are positioned on the right
side of the head, compared to the younger juvenile, or sprat stage, when the eyes are
positioned on either side of the head. Adult halibut spend most of their lives horizontally
on or near the ocean floor, except occasionally when they move up in the water column
in search of prey. The dorsal (upper) side of this animal generally ranges in color from
light to dark brown or green depending on diet and local seabed characteristics.
Complementing this camouflage pattern, its ventral (bottom) side is usually white,
although some specimens, called calicos or circus halibut, have partially pigmented skin
on their underside too.
Like many marine teleosts, halibut are found in patchy distribution patterns,
rather than being more or less evenly spread out in oceanic areas. This type of
distribution, combined with the fact that halibut are usually slowly moving from one
location to another, means that significant time and effort are usually expended by
commercial fishermen in locating populations of this species on the sea floor.
14

“Large Halibut from Cape Ann” Boston Globe 17 June 1917.

6

Temperature of the seawater is many times very significant in determining where
different species of animals are found in the marine environment. With the Atlantic
halibut, however, there is not currently a consensus of definitive information about this
abiotic category among marine ichthyologists.
Widely distributed above forty degrees latitude in the North Atlantic, Gulf of
Maine halibut are found from Labrador to Virginia in shoal, nearshore areas, to deeper
offshore locations.15 It is thought that this species moves to shallower areas during the
warmer months and then back into deeper locations during the winter.16 While long
distance migrations of a few individual halibut have been documented, this species is not
a highly migratory population, such as salmon, swordfish, or tunas. Halibut are slowgrowing, long-living fish, reportedly reaching fifty years of age on occasion. Sexually
dimorphic, the largest male halibuts reportedly do not usually weigh more than about
fifty pounds, while the female can reach over fourteen times that size.17 In the fishing
industry, the largest halibut, which are females, are called whales and small specimens of
either sex are known as chickens.

15

Luca M. Cargnelli, Sara J. Griesbach and Wallace Morse, Atlantic Halibut, Hippoglolossus
hippoglossus, Life History and Habitat Characteristics (Woods Hole, MA: National Marine Fisheries
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Sexually mature halibut are thought to spawn annually in synchronous groups,
mostly in late winter and early spring,18 although dates late in summer also have been
occasionally reported.19 A large female can possibly produce up to seven million eggs in
these spawns.20 Atlantic halibut eggs are large and bathypelagic, meaning that they float
in the seawater column, rather than being found at the ocean surface or on the seabed.21
The first year of their life is a very dangerous one, as it is for all marine fish. Fisheries
biologists estimate that the juvenile mortality rate for many species of fish in this type of
environment is usually high, with only a small percent of the original fertilized egg batch
still alive at the age of one year. It is unknown exactly how long young halibut live in the
upper layers of the ocean, before adopting the sea floor as their usual habitat, but it is
probably in the range of three to four years.22 The average age of sexual maturity for the
halibut is thought to be about seven years.23 Although capable of reaching a very large
size, adult halibut are preyed upon by even larger species, especially seals, whales, and
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J. Neilsen, J. Kearney, P. Perley and H. Sampson, “Reproductive Biology of Atlantic Halibut
(Hippoglossus hippoglossus) in Canadian Waters” Canadian Journal of Fisheries and Aquatic Sciences,
(1993): 50:551-563.
19

Goode, The Fisheries and Fishery Industries of the United States, section I.
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T. Haug and B. Guilliken, Fecundity and Oocyte Sizes in Ovaries of Female Atlantic Halibut,
Hippoglossus hippoglossus,” Sarsia 73 (1988): 259-261.
21

W.B. Scott and M.G. Scott, Atlantic Fishes of Canada. Canadian Journal of Fisheries and
Aquatic Sciences, 219 (1988):731.
22

W.T. Stobo, J.D. Neilson and P.G. Simpson, Movements of Atlantic halibut Hippoglossus
hippoglossus, in the Canadian North Atlantic,” Canadian Journal of Fisheries and Aquatic Sciences, 45
(1988): 484-491.
23
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sharks,24 and common predators of juvenile halibut undoubtedly include a wide range of
fish species. The Atlantic halibut is host to several different parasites including
digeneans, isopods, copepods, and amphipods,25 which are also frequently found in many
other marine fishes.
An estimated 252 different species of fish are found in the biologically diverse
Gulf of Maine,26 and the potentially large physical size of the Atlantic halibut is
facilitated by the presence of large numbers of prey species. In Fishes of the Gulf of
Maine, adult halibut are described as “voracious, preying …on skates, herring, capelin,
cod, cusk, haddock, grenadiers, silver hake, redfishes, sculpins, sand lance, wolfish,
mackerel and flounders, along with lobsters, crabs, clams, and mussels.” 27 The halibut
diet is typically determined by what species are available at a particular time and
location.28
Typical halibut habitat ranges in depth from thirty to 500 fathoms, although they
are known to be found in deeper water at times. Occasionally observed swimming up to
the surface chasing smaller fish, they have been known to take bait fish off the hooks of
fishing lines.29 Halibut have a distinctively different body shape and size compared to

24

Henry Bigelow and William C. Schroeder, Fishes of the Gulf of Maine (Washington, DC: U.S.
Printing Office, 1953), 252.
25

Henry B. Bigelow and William C. Schroeder, Fishes of the Gulf of Maine, 3rd ed. (Washington,
DC: Smithsonian Institution, 2002), 571.
26

Bigelow, Fishes of the Gulf of Maine, 3rd ed., xxiii.

27

Bigelow, Fishes of the Gulf of Maine, 251.
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29
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many other commercially sought-after species found in the North Atlantic. Because of its
physiology the halibut was difficult to process into a seafood product, prior to the
introduction of shipboard ice in 1848.

10

Chapter III
Regional Geography and Demographics

The depletion of the Gulf of Maine halibut by the Gloucester fishing fleet was, in
large part, due to changes in fish processing and transportation made possible by the
arrival of the industrial revolution, coupled with dramatic population increases in the
United States.

The Gulf of Maine
The Gulf of Maine is a 36,000 square mile area adjoining the New England
coastal states, extending from southern Nova Scotia, Canada, to the Nantucket Shoals of
Cape Cod, Massachusetts. Oceanographers consider this Gulf as having physical
characteristics different from that of the adjacent Atlantic region. Three major ocean
basins contained in this area include Georges, Jordan on the north, and Wilkerson to the
west. The Gulf of Maine acquired its present day geological configuration during the last
ice age, approximately 10,000 years ago, in the Pleistocene and Holocene Epochs.30 A
number of well-known, highly biologically productive fishing sites are found here,
including Browns Bank, Georges Bank, Stellwagon Bank, and Nantucket Shoals, along
with other banks smaller in size. Georges Bank is by far the largest fishing area in the
Gulf of Maine, with a length of approximately 150 miles and a width of about seventy-

30

Abigail Manahan, A Geologic History of the Gulf of Maine (West Booth Bay, ME: Bigelow
Laboratory for Ocean Sciences, 2008), 1.
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five miles. An oval shaped, elevated portion of the Northwest Atlantic continental shelf,
Georges is larger in size than the landmass of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.
Throughout the Gulf, the seafloor varies widely geologically, ranging from mud, clay,
sand, and gravel, to boulder bottom types.
Two important ocean currents affect the Gulf of Maine biologically. The Gulf
Stream runs along its southeastern edge, bringing a flow of warmer water up from the
Caribbean and the cold Labrador Current comes down into the northern part of this
region. Both currents influence thermal conditions in the Gulf of Maine, significantly
affecting the distribution of marine life in the area.

Gloucester, Massachusetts
Settled by fishermen at the beginning of the seventeenth century and incorporated
as a town in 1623, Gloucester was a fishing town from its very start.31 During the
eighteenth century, commercial fishing fleets were found in a number of Massachusetts
locations. Towns such as Gloucester, Newburyport, Provincetown, Beverly, Salem,
Boston, Barnstable, Nantucket, and New Bedford all could boast of supporting varying
amounts of fishing activity from their harbors. In the early nineteenth century, Gloucester
was on its way to becoming a major commercial fishing port. Various factors made this
eventual development to fishing prominence possible. Gloucester grew to become one of
the larger towns in the region, and it was close to the rich Gulf of Maine fishing areas.
With a fair wind behind them, sailing boats of that era could reach one of the Gulf of
31

Mark Kurlansky, Cod (New York: Walker, 1997), 70.
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Maine fishing banks in forty-eight hours or less. In addition, Gloucester boasts of having
one of the best, and largest, deep water harbors in New England.
By 1850, Gloucester’s developed waterfront area stretched over four miles, from
the Rocky Neck section of East Gloucester, past the Main Street downtown area adjacent
to the harbor along Front Street (now Rogers Street), and then south past Fort Square to
the Cut Bridge on Stacey Boulevard.32 Just in the Harbor Loup area of downtown
Gloucester alone, over eighty businesses existed that supported the fishing industry. “Sail
lofts, spar sheds, icehouses, chandleries, cooperages, blacksmith shops, foghorn makers,
and more were found here.” 33
With the railroad, sharpshooter vessels, preserved ice and telegraph in place by
1851, Gloucester fishermen were in position to start the assault on the Atlantic halibut in
the Gulf of Maine. The fishing industry had by this time developed into the major
economic engine in the Gloucester area, with a large portion of its men and women
involved in one facet or another of this work.34 As aptly described in a Gloucester
Maritime Heritage Center newsletter, “the evolution of Gloucester’s fishing industry is a
classic example of an American story intertwining enterprise, innovation and
immigration.”35 A cadre of aggressive, entrepreneurial fishermen lived here, and they
were always looking for new types of strategies and technologies that could provide an

32

Gloucester City Map of 1850, Gloucester Archives, City Hall (Gloucester: 1850).

33

“Fitting Out” Gloucester Maritime Heritage Center Newsletter, Spring 2008: 1.

34

“Industry of Gloucester” Gloucester Telegraph. 5 April 1848.

35
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edge in the highly competitive fishing industry. It was the ubiquitous codfish of local
coastal waters that initially helped finance the fishermen of the Gloucester fleet in the
early days, but the day of the halibut was coming soon.
By 1865, Gloucester was the leading fishing port in the U.S.36 with an estimated
300 fishing vessels.37 Although Boston’s population was considerably larger than
Gloucester’s, Boston had already started the transition into becoming transportation and
marketing center.38 Fish caught in the Gulf of Maine could be transported to Boston and
New York, and then quickly moved by rail to many locations, in and outside of the
northeast United States.

United States Demographics, 1850 to1870
During these decades the United States experienced a dramatic population
increase due to both a high birth rate and immigration. In this time, the country’s
population grew from an estimated 23,054,000 individuals to 39,819,000, an increase of
fifty-eight percent.39 Reflecting this increase, larger amounts of food supplies, especially
to developing urban centers across the eastern part of the U.S., required a vastly increased
transportation infrastructure that would facilitate food distribution processes.

36

Samuel Morison, The Maritime History of Massachusetts, 1783-1860 (Boston: Houghton
Mifflin Company, 1961), 312.
37

Mary Ray, Gloucester, Massachusetts Historical Time-Line, 1000-1999 (Gloucester: Pressroom
Publishing, 2002), 1.
38

Andrew German, Down On T Wharf (Mystic CT: Mystic Seaport Publishing, 1982), 4.

39
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Perishable foods, especially catches of fresh marine fish, were starting to be
delivered to distant cities with the combined use of the four technologies. The consumer
demand for fresh fish, especially the Atlantic halibut, began increasing by 1852 and
quickly spread across the eastern half of the country and also into eastern Canadian
Maritime Provinces. A market for this iced fish was especially targeted for the middle
and upper economic classes of U.S. society. 40
Prior to the introduction of ice use on fishing boats and railroads in New England,
the preservation of marine fish was accomplished by dressing, splitting, and then drying,
salting or smoking the dressed carcass. While these methods did preserve the flesh of
fish, many times cod, herring, and mackerel, the product was considered less than high
quality and consumed mostly by lower socio-economic groups.41 There were several
reasons for this. First, a good portion of the immigrants originating from various areas in
Europe were already accustomed to eating ocean fish preserved in this manner. Another
significant factor was that preserved fish was more available than beef or other meat in
coastal Massachusetts at this time. Though smoked, dried, or salted fish may not have
been a highly desirable meal, it was an inexpensive source of edible animal protein.
An important event that also positively impacted this Gloucester industry
economically was the American Civil War, with large quantities of halibut purchased for
the military between 1861 and 1865.42 After the war, with transportation and marketing

40

Wayne M. O’Leary, Maine Sea Fisheries: The Rise and Fall of a Native Industry, 1830-1890
(Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1996), 270.
41
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systems more developed in the eastern half of the United States, halibut became a new
“status food.” The growing middle and upper classes identified the consumption of fresh
seafood like halibut, salmon and lobster as indicators of their non-immigrant position in
society.43

43

Sandra Oliver, Saltwater Foodways: New Englanders and Their Food at Sea and Ashore in the
Nineteenth Century (Mystic, CT: Mystic Seaport Museum, 1995), 23.
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Chapter IV
The Introduced Technologies

New technologies introduced in the mid-nineteenth century quickly became
utilized by various industries in the eastern United States, especially in the New England
and New York regions.

Energy Transformation
In 1848, creating a system of continental distribution of fresh food was an
industrial priority for this growing nation. Author David Landes suggests that significant
economic and industrial change always involves enhancement of energy supplies,44 and
this was exactly the case with the Gulf of Maine halibut fishery during the mid-nineteenth
century. In this industry, newly-introduced technologies using mechanical and electrical
energy systems would be combined with those used by humans for thousands of years,
wind and solar energy. The types of energies associated with these introduced
technologies had varying lengths of developmental histories, dating from ancient to
modern eras.
McClellan and Dorn point out that scientific technology introduced before the
twentieth century were, for the most part, developed by craftsmen who were working on
their own.45 This is considerably different compared to how technology is developed in
44
45

David Landes, The Wealth and Poverty of Nations (New York: W.W. Norton, 1999), 40.
McClellan and Dorn, Science and Technology in World History, 2.
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today’s modern world. These new technologies did not reduce the work required in this
physically demanding business of catching and marketing Atlantic halibut. They would,
however, improve another critical part of the puzzle-that of dramatically altering
important time factors associated with the commercial fishing industry.

The Railroad Halibut Conduit: Gloucester-Boston-New York City
The development of the railroad infrastructure in North America during the
nineteenth century was an undertaking requiring huge amounts of effort and money, both
governmental and private. Once in operation, however, it would have the ability to
change dietary consumption patterns in the U.S., especially the collection and distribution
of seafood for the fast-growing population of the continent. The Atlantic halibut was the
first ocean fish species to be distributed on a large scale by the new rail system, and for
this to take place, a whole new coordinated system of moving and handling this seafood
product was required.
The halibut’s journey from the seabed to the offloading docks at Gloucester was
just the first portion of its trip to a dinner table. If incomplete vessel landing figures are
extrapolated for the years between 1848 and 1868, an estimated 100 million pounds of
halibut were caught out of the Gulf of Maine by Gloucester fishermen.46 While a portion
of this total catch was sold and consumed in the New England area, a large amount was
shipped to New York City’s Fulton Fish Market on the lower east side of Manhattan. The

46

John Babson, History of the Town of Gloucester, 1860 (Gloucester: Peter Smith Publishing,

1972), 692.
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distance from Gloucester to New York City, via the rail route of this time, was
approximately 300 miles. With an estimated average express train speed of thirty-two
miles an hour, plus stops for fuel and water supplies, a load of halibut could be at the
Fulton Market about twelve hours after being taken off a fishing boat at a wharf in
Gloucester. The route of a freight train in this era, from Gloucester to New York, went
down to Boston, west out through Springfield, Massachusetts, then into New York State.
At Chatham Corners, near Albany and the Hudson River, the train would turn due south,
arriving at the rail freight station in lower Manhattan.47 From this point the halibut would
be unloaded and processed for reselling at the Fulton Market.
The very first railroad system in New England, and possibly in the United States,
was started at Quincy, Massachusetts, in 1826, and was pulled by oxen or horses.48 It
was not long before the economic and social benefits of this new industry became
recognized in this region. The possibility of getting railroad service in the Cape Ann area
had been contemplated for some time and as early as 1827, a Gloucester Times article
had cited the need for a railroad line in the area.49
The newly introduced internal combustion steam engine used in railroads went
through a relatively long period of initial development with a large number of people
involved in its creation. By 1837, steam powered rail service extended from New York

47
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(Boston: Bradbury and Guild Publishers, 1847), 77.
48
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to Boston, and in 1838, tracks had been put in from East Boston to Salem.50 Nine years
later on November 1, 1847, the Eastern Railroad Company arrived in Gloucester.51
Providing passenger and freight service to a number of cities and towns in the region, the
arrival of the railroad added Gloucester to a group of select municipalities that greatly
benefitted economically from this new technology. During the next two decades, rail
service was established over a wide area of the eastern United States. Moving highly
perishable goods by rail, at ten times the speed of animal-drawn freight wagons,52 much
larger quantities of product could be moved at one time. Jill Jonnes, in Empires of Light,
suggests that “the rise of the railroad, along with the telegraph, changed forever age-old
notions of distance and time.”53
Beginning in 1848, railroad freight service opened up many new market locations
for Gloucester’s fish products. Cities such as New York, Philadelphia, Chicago, Omaha,
Montreal, and numerous other locations were now accessible. Eastern Canadian
provinces also became an important market for the Gloucester halibut catch. At this midpoint of the nineteenth century, railroad technology would still require some
improvements to reach a high level of efficiency. One complication that existed during
this era was that freight shipments over long distances had to be transshipped, because
railroad track width was not the same from one geographic area to the next.
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Transshipment required entire freight train loads to be reloaded on several different trains
in order to reach their final destination. It took some time for the rail track width
dimension of four feet, eight inches to become standardized across the U.S. Whether it
was coincidence or not, the newly established standard rail width was the same as that of
Roman chariots, used 2,000 years earlier.54
Steam engines of this time period also were continually undergoing design
improvements to make them more efficient, finally making the transition from wood fuel
to the fossil fuel coal. In addition, until 1851, long distance telegraph service was not yet
in place in Gloucester, making marketing and rail transportation scheduling complicated.

Sharpshooter Fishing Vessels
Prior to 1850, the “pinkie” sailboat was the most commonly encountered fishing
vessel in New England waters. This vessel, so named for having an elevated stern
resembling an uplifted little finger, had a reputation of being seaworthy, but slow, for
maritime commercial uses.55 Another style of offshore fishing vessel utilized during this
time was the smack, or well boat. Smack boats had part of their lower hull open to let
seawater flow in to where live, freshly caught halibut were placed. This design was
efficient in keeping small numbers of fish alive long enough to get them back to market.
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Unfortunately, this new design addition made smack boats also prone to swamping in
high winds.56
In 1848, newly designed fishing vessels started to appear in the Gloucester
fishing fleet. This new style of boat was the sharpshooter, or speedy sharpshooter, built in
an Essex, Massachusetts, boatyard. The first known sharpshooter vessel, named the
Romp, featured a length of about sixty-three feet and a beam, or width, of approximately
twenty feet.57 These dimensions became the average size for sharpshooters of the era.
They were longer and sleeker than the previous “pinkie” models, and considerably faster
under sail. This was an improvement of significant importance to commercial fishermen,
especially those involved in the distant offshore halibut fishery. Because its speed was
close to double that of a pinkie boat, many ship owners in the Gloucester halibut fleet
switched to the sharpshooter design.58 In addition to its increased speed, the sharpshooter
fish hold was built to better accommodate large iced halibut carcasses. With its sleeker
silhouette, this vessel became an identifiable symbol for the new halibut fishery, and in
years to come the sharpshooter would be known as the clipper ship. By the year 1868,
only two pinkie schooners were left in Gloucester harbor.59
The sharpshooter would remain the standard boat design in the Gloucester halibut
fleet for some time, but with mounting pressure from owners to build even faster vessels,
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boat yards produced longer, slimmer models.60 Sharpshooters were described in that time
“as long, low and handsome.”61 Even though the change in design made clipper ships less
seaworthy fishing boats, profit motives kept ship owners having them built.62
Important for Gloucester’s success in capturing maritime leadership in this
industry was its close proximity to Essex, Massachusetts, located on the Essex River, just
down the road a few miles. Although the Essex is not a large river, newly constructed
sailing ships could be towed out to sea on high tides. In the early nineteenth century, this
small village was producing many fishing vessels. Its geographical proximity to
Gloucester allowed the development of closer business relationships between fishermen
and boat builders, which led to the flow of ideas about new fishing vessel designs and
improvements passing between the two. By 1850, with its developing success in creating
quality fishing vessels, Essex became known as the New England center of this
industry.63

Long-Term Ice Preservation
The third introduced technology playing a crucial role in this story was that of
long term ice preservation. Ice used for keeping stored halibut catches in marketable
conditions was a pivotal addition for the development of this industry. With a large
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commercial fishing fleet and cold winter climate, Gloucester was well positioned
geographically for taking advantage of a large local winter supply of frozen fresh water.
Ice, cut into large blocks, was available from a number of lakes and ponds in the towns of
Gloucester, Rockport, and Essex of eastern Essex County.
The use of preserved ice as a deterrent to food spoilage has a long history, going
back to ancient times in Asia and India. In earlier periods, however, it was essentially a
product available only for personal use by the wealthy.64 In North America, the
commercial selling of this natural resource was started in 1805 by Boston entrepreneur
Frederic Tudor. In his first venture, and subsequent financial loss in ice sales, Tudor
shipped block ice cut from a Lynn, Massachusetts, pond to the Caribbean island of
Martinique, but for non-commercial fishing uses.65 Not to be deterred, Tudor remained
tenacious in selling Massachusetts block ice, and eventually made a great deal of money
doing it on a world wide basis.66
While the Atlantic halibut could be caught year round in the Gulf of Maine in the
nineteenth century, the heaviest commercial fishing effort for this species took place
during the late fall, winter and early spring months. Even though these are usually
seasons of quite cold weather in New England, the use of ice was necessary to preserve
halibut catches on the long trips. It is possible that ice was used for preserving catches on
board a few Gloucester fishing vessels starting in 1842. If the date is accurate, this use
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did not seem to be part of an organized business effort, and was probably limited in
scope. The first Gloucester newspaper advertisement for preserved ice use on commercial
fishing boats appeared on February 2, 1848.67 In this notice, Gloucester blacksmith
Nathaniel Webster announced the start of a service delivering chopped iced to vessels
tied up at the wharf. Webster had constructed an ice house near a pond located at what is
now the Route 128 rotary near Veteran’s Memorial School in Gloucester.68 This new
business venture became a success, with offshore halibut boats buying twenty-five to
fifty tons of chopped ice for each trip. Webster’s ice business would evolve into the Cape
Pond Ice Company in the years to come, and it is still in business today on Commercial
Street.
The Eastern Railroad Company also started putting ice on freight cars at this
time, carrying Gloucester landed fish catches to distant markets.69 The introductory use of
this resource in both sea and land transportation completely changed the marketability of
the Atlantic halibut. Before the use of chopped ice on fishing vessels and railroad freight
cars, freshly caught fish could be kept only for several days in above-freezing air
temperature, and this limited the distance that boats would venture from shore in search
of fresh fish to sell. After the introduction of ice, fish catches could be preserved onboard
for several weeks, depending on the ambient temperature. What had been a preservation
handicap of the halibut, a large, thick body, became a distinct advantage. Because of this
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fish’s dense, firm flesh of varying dimension, smoking, salting and drying of Atlantic
halibut produced an unevenly preserved product. The use of ice, on the other hand,
permitted the cold to penetrate all layers of the halibut body evenly, and because of its
large size, it stayed cold longer than smaller, softer fleshed commercial fish species.70
This increased period of preservation allowed the rail transport of halibut catches to
distance cities in the eastern half of Continental North America. The Civil War period
was an especially profitable time for the local Gloucester ice companies because of their
ties with the commercial fishing and railroad industries.71
The technology that allowed this year-round preservation of pond ice was the
creation of large, insulated ice storage houses. Sometimes painted white, reducing the
heating effect of solar energy, these large wooden buildings could efficiently store tons of
block ice cut from local lakes and ponds during the January and February harvest.
Because of the varying amounts of pond ice supplies from one season to the next in this
region, the price of this commodity could vary a great deal. After an unusually cold
winter, ice prices to fishermen could go as low as $ 1.00 per ton, and during relatively
warm winters, with smaller than usual amounts ice production, the price could go as high
as $30.00 per ton.72 Insulating materials used in ice houses usually consisted of layers of
salt hay, cork, or sawdust.73 The ice business became quite competitive in the area during
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this time span and ice houses were constructed at a number of locations in Gloucester and
Rockport.74 Reportedly, the largest ice house in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts
during this era was built on Fernwood Lake in West Gloucester. Measuring 205 feet in
length and 105 feet in width, this structure could hold 10,000 tons of block ice at one
time.75 Although in the twenty-first century this structure is no longer standing, its
original foundation is still visible from Essex Avenue.
Prior to the use of ice on Gloucester fishing boats, offshore fish catches of species
like cod, herring, and mackerel were salted down, or soaked in brine for preservation
purposes. With the introduction of preserved ice, a previously low level fisheries product
like halibut was turned into highly desirable seafood. This preservation technique
changed the halibut from being a less desired bycatch in the Gloucester fishing fleet to a
profitable product. Besides halibut, other fresh fish sales of this time period consisted of
species such as codfish, haddock, pollack, and Atlantic mackerel, which could frequently
be caught in inshore areas. Species such as these were taken for the most part on day trip
boats, and sold locally soon after being off-loaded from the fishing vessels. Before the
use of ice was introduced in the offshore halibut fishery, the long distant marketing of
fresh fish was not an option, considering the distance and time factors involved.
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The Telegraph

The fourth and final critical form of technology introduced to this scenario was
that of the electromagnetic telegraph system, which made instantaneous long-distance
telecommunications available. A product of the Industrial Revolution, the telegraph had
required a long period of initial experimentation with magnetism and electricity. Like
most other scientific endeavors, many individuals were involved in this effort, over
centuries of work.
The battery powered electric telegraph was first patented in England in 1837 by
William Cook and Charles Wheatstone, who introduced its use with the Great Western
Railway in Britain.76 About this same time period, Samuel Morse was working on the
development of a telegraph system in America. It was Morse’s continued efforts that led
to its initial commercial application, along with his invention of the Morse code. Morse
received a U.S.patent for the telegraph, which he shared with several other individuals, in
1838.77 On May 24, 1844, the first functional telegraph line completed in the U.S. was
between Washington and Baltimore. The first commercial telegraph service was
established between Washington and New York City in 1846 by the Magnetic Telegraph
Company. By 1851, telegraph service was operating between New York City, Boston,
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Gloucester, and numerous other locations. 78 Within several years, seventy-five private
companies were operating on over 23,000 miles of telegraph wire, connecting major
cities in the eastern half of North America.79
The introduction of this final technological piece of the puzzle signaled the
beginning of the continental marketing of the Atlantic halibut population from the Gulf of
Maine. The Eastern Railroad Company and Gloucester fish brokers became immediately
connected to this service, which could put them instantly in contact with locations such as
Boston’s T Wharf, New York’s Fulton Fish Market, and more distant markets. Also
important, although limited in scale, was the ability to relay information about maritime
weather conditions. Storm forecasts could now be forwarded from shore-to-shore coastal
locations for the benefit of fishermen planning offshore trips. With the widespread
success of this invention and ensuing business competition, the U.S. telegraph industry
soon became consolidated into the Six Nations, a national telegraph service monopoly
consisting of companies like Western Union, the American Telegraph Company, and
several others. 80
Besides providing instantaneous fisheries market information, the telegraph
became crucially important for coordinating train routing and delivery scheduling. Prior
to the introduction of telegraph services, fishing vessels returning from offshore trips
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might often sail to several ports, trying to find the best market price for their catch. For
the Gloucester fleet, this might include stops at the ports of Gloucester, Boston, or New
York, very time-consuming effort involving highly perishable goods. The introduction of
telegraph services eliminated the need for extra sailing time.
Of the four technologies whose use was important to the Gloucester halibut
fishery, the telegraph required the longest period of improvement in order to reach a high
level of commercial effectiveness. The electromagnetic telegraph in operation in 1851 in
the U.S. was the monoplex system, in which a single message could be sent in one
direction on one wire. In 1853, Austrian Julius Gintl created a duoplex telegraph unit that
could send two messages in opposite directions on the same wire. The duplex equipment
underwent additional improvement until 1871 to become a fully efficient commercial
product.81 An unfortunate complication with the early telegraph was that messages could
easily be lost, and/or garbled in transmission. All things considered, however, the earliest
telegraph service was still a much needed technology. In the early 1870s, Thomas Edison
would create the quadraplex telegraph system, which allowed two messages to be sent at
the same time in opposite directions.82
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Chapter V
The Process of Offshore Halibut Fishing

By 1851, the Gloucester halibut fishery was becoming firmly established, and the
town was well populated with experienced fishermen. After a ship’s captain assembled a
crew of approximately six to twelve men, their vessel would be fitted out, or loaded up,
with supplies for the upcoming trip. Ready to begin the approximately two-to-three day
sail to one of the offshore banks in the Gulf of Maine, a halibut trip might last for several
weeks. Upon leaving Gloucester, the wood-hulled boats carried at least six or more
fifteen-foot dories stacked on deck, which were used in fishing for halibut.83 Once on the
fishing grounds, each day at sunrise one or two of the fishermen in a dory would leave
the mother ship, or main boat, and row out to an area that might be a good fishing
location.
Early in the development of this fishery, offshore halibut fishermen used
individual hand lines to catch these fish. By 1855 the industry standard became the long
line or trawl method, where a variable length of line, up to a mile or more, would be set
out on the ocean floor from each dory. The line, made of tarred cotton twine, would
contain up to 600 or more hooks, evenly spread out over the distance. Lines attached at
both ends of the set ran up to the ocean surface, supported by small floating wooden
barrels.84 Haddock, herring, and mackerel were commonly used as bait in this fishery.85
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After several hours of letting the line soak, or lie on the seabed, the fishermen
would pull the line up, hauling it back into the dory. Any halibut caught would be placed
in the bottom of the rowboat. Catching a large fish on a hand-held line could be
especially difficult. Halibut are very robust, strong animals, and they usually come up
out of the water alive. Many commercially caught finfish species, which are
considerably smaller in size, commonly die or are significantly weakened on the hook.
That rarely happens with this fish. As can be imagined, getting a hooked, live halibut of
fifty or more pounds into a rolling and pitching dory could be quite a challenge for
fishermen. Many times a halibut of even moderate size had to be clubbed into
submission with a gobstick, in order to get it in to the dory.
After the halibut catch was rowed back to the mother ship and taken aboard, the
fish would then be gutted and gilled. The cleaned fish were stowed away in the fish hold,
and packed down with ice. Halibut stored on fishing vessels and rail freight cars were
positioned horizontally in ice layers with their dark dorsal side facing down. This was
done to prevent its white ventral side from collecting blood and becoming discolored, a
condition that lowered the market price.
Long before the introduction of electronic positioning equipment like the Loran or
Geographical Positioning System (GPS), fishing boat navigators of this era had to rely on
the use of a compass, combined with dead reckoning and/or celestial navigation in
finding their way to and from the fishing grounds. While the use of a sextant can provide
accurate geographical positioning information for mariners, its use is only possible with
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clear skies. In the Northwest Atlantic, relatively long periods of overcast sky conditions
are common, especially in the late fall, winter, and spring seasons. These conditions,
combined with frequent occurrences of high winds, could make dead reckoning, or
guessing about a vessel’s location at sea, quite dubious.
Another complication in the Gulf of Maine is the number of shoal areas that
become exposed at the sea surface at low tide. If a boat would be unfortunate enough to
run onto one of these shoals, there would be a good possibility of the hull being hung up
and damaged, and the vessel ultimately sinking. Even though numerous hazards existed
for vessels working in this area, halibut boat captains were expected to produce goods
profits for the vessel owner, and the crews were often put at risk, especially when
working in rough winter seas.
The Atlantic halibut fishery of the nineteenth century was probably the most
dangerous, strenuous job in the history of commercial fishing, and it took place in an area
infamous for its highly changeable weather and rough seas. To quote an old saying one
might hear on the docks in fishing towns, supposedly first stated by Sir Walter Scott,
“It’s no fish you’re buying, it’s men’s lives.” Thousands of New England halibut
fishermen lost their lives employed in this industry, and literally hundreds of fishing
boats sailed out of Gloucester harbor, never to be seen again. Besides facing the
continuing danger of being caught in storms and sinking on the high seas, commercial
fishermen have to frequently deal with medical problems caused by accidents or
illnesses. Through their daily encounters with gutting knives, hooks, and swaying sail
booms, many times the afflicted fishermen would face a medical emergency with
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primitive onboard procedures. Resorting to performing emergency surgical procedures on
fellow crewmen was a common event while working offshore in this era. Fishermen who
died on board the vessel during a trip were many times iced down in the fish hold until
the boat returned to port. No other fishery ever had worker mortality rates as high the
halibut industry. Another of the numerous dangers also associated with this fishery was
that of dory fishermen becoming separated from the mother ship, because of fast moving
snow, rain, or wind storms. With increased wind and decreased visibility conditions, it
would be easy to become lost. As documented in numerous newspaper articles of the
time, many a fisherman left a mother ship in the morning, and never heard from again.
Gloucester’s most famous halibut fisherman of the nineteenth century, Howard
Blackburn, experienced such an event and lived to tell about it, unlike his dory mate,
Thomas Welch. On a January morning on Georges Bank, the two fishermen got caught in
a snow storm and became separated from their main vessel, the Grace L. Fears. Welch
froze to death after the second day, but Blackburn was able to survive, continuing to row
the dory north in freezing weather. He finally came ashore in Nova Scotia on the fourth
day, about 300 miles north of his original fishing position. Blackburn was rescued and
slowly recovered his health, but not before losing fingers and toes to gangrene. A number
of halibut fishermen experienced similar separations from their vessel in bad winter
weather, but many were not as fortunate as Howard.86 An example of the large numbers
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of fatalities associated with Gulf of Maine fishing, 120 Gloucester area fishermen
drowned in just one gale on February 24, 1862.87
After completing a fishing trip and returning to Gloucester, the catch would be
offloaded at the landing dock and sold to a fish broker. In many New England fishing
towns, like Newburyport, Provincetown, and New Bedford, fishing boats could offload
their catches close to where the railroad freight cars were located. For reasons not fully
known, the railroad freight tracks in Gloucester were not laid down to the main vessel
docking areas next to Front Street, (now Rogers Street). A possible reason for this may
have been political pressure on City Hall from the local teamsters. Because of this need
for wagon transport, a ship’s catch destined for distant markets by rail would have to be
placed on horse-drawn freight wagons. The fish would then be pulled up Duncan Street,
or one of the other nearby upward sloping streets, toward the railroad freight station, onehalf mile away on Railroad Avenue. Several of the larger fish companies’ offloading
docks used at this time on Front Street included the Dodson, Parkhurst, and Pew
wharfs.88 Despite this offloading inconvience, however, the presence of the railroad in
Gloucester was essential for the halibut industry’s success.
A halibut carcass could be processed several ways before being marketed. Before
the introduction of ice use in this fishery, the halibut not sold as fresh fish would be
preserved by the older treatment methods of salting, smoking, or drying. Because of its
large, irregular size and varying body thickness, these preservation methods were less
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than ideal ways of keeping this species in an acceptable condition, and made the halibut
less desirable for commercial marketing. Once in the hands of the fish buyer, the fish
carcass could be cut up in several ways. Chicken halibut could be sold whole, while
larger specimens, or whales, might be steaked, filleted, or cut into chunks. The heads of
halibut were also utilized because they contain relatively large amounts of oil that was
used in the leather tanning industry.89
A practice that has unfortunately continued since that time is that of fishermen
sometimes tossing large amounts of a catch overboard upon returning to port. The usual
reason for this was too low of a buying price offered by a fish broker, or the high grading
of a particular species, which was very common in the halibut fishery between 1848 and
1868.90
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Chapter VI
Stages of the Atlantic Halibut Population Collapse in the Gulf of Maine

Tracking the progress of halibut population depletion in the Gulf of Maine
between 1848 and 1868 is not a question of locating the tonnage records of dockside
landings for halibut from individual Gloucester fishing vessels. During this time period,
few written records were kept for halibut catches and for the records that do exist, many
were incomplete.91 Because of these factors, statistical analysis of this type of data is
either not available or not accurate.
Dependable data does exist from these decades that allow the location tracking of
halibut fishing efforts made by Gloucester vessels working in the Gulf of Maine. Grasso,
in researching his enlightening article on this fishery, located valuable fishing
information in Gloucester halibut boat log books.92 Numerous nineteenth century Essex
county newspaper articles also show significant changes in vessel fishing trip locations
over this twenty-year time span. The pattern clearly shows halibut vessel fishing
locations moving steadily eastward from Gloucester during this time.
As discussed earlier in this paper, inshore Atlantic halibut populations were fished
with varying amounts of intensity during the eighteenth and early part of the nineteenth
century. In this earlier time, halibut could be found in relatively large numbers in
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numerous areas even close to shore. After 1830, however, inshore fishing efforts over
150 years had taken their toll on this particular halibut population. For commercial
fishing purposes, sizeable concentrations of this species were beginning to be found
mostly on offshore banks.93
Reviewing the geography of the Gulf of Maine, it is quite easy to locate the
different offshore areas that were fished for the Atlantic halibut by the Gloucester fleet.
Jefferys Ledge lies to the northeast and Stellwagen Bank to the southeast of Cape Ann,
both approximately thirty nautical miles offshore. Jefferys Bank and Cashes Ledge are
approximately 120 miles, to the northeast and east of Gloucester, respectively. Nantucket
Shoals, to the south of Cape Cod about 150 miles, was also an area fished frequently by
Gloucester fishermen. The two remaining major locations that provided large resources
of Atlantic halibut were Georges Bank, 200 nautical miles to the southeast of Cape Ann
and Browns Bank, approximately 330 miles due east. Gloucester halibut boats that had
fished steadily for some time in one area, would sooner or later find themselves catching
significantly less fish on trips. This subsequently required the vessel and crew to travel
farther east during future trips to find acceptably large amounts of halibut to catch.
Newspaper accounts of maritime disasters provide useable information
concerning halibut fishing efforts of that era. Vessels lucky enough to be returning from
fishing trips that experienced bad storms brought back news of boats that had been sunk
or where individual fishermen had been washed overboard, and lost at sea. Information
of this type was commonly reported in the Gloucester Telegraph, and Cape Ann Weekly
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Advertiser, newspapers of this era. Despite the loss of men and ships during this time
period, Gloucester continued to lead all other ports in yearly tonnage landed and in
number of halibut fishing vessels.94
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Chapter VII
Conclusion

By about 1868, just twenty years after the start of the intensified offshore effort
of the Gloucester fishermen to catch halibut, this species numbers were severely depleted
in the Gulf of Maine. This specific time period is of significance because it ushered in the
first use of this type of technology in maritime commercial fishing. The result of this
introduction produced a severe collapse of the Atlantic halibut population in this region.
The numbers of this fish in this area were so decreased that the halibut fleet now had to
go to the Grand Banks, located southeast of Newfoundland, to make it worthwhile
economically. The Grand Banks, however, were several hundred miles further east of the
Gulf of Maine fishing banks, and a place even more dangerous in which to work.
The declining halibut population in the Gulf of Maine did not result in U.S. east
coast restaurants and fish markets curtailing the sale of halibut in the later part of the
nineteenth century. Now it was not Gulf of Maine halibut that was being sold, but halibut
shipped in from Canada or Iceland,95 and by the early 1900’s, Pacific halibut would be
freighted to the East Coast by rail from the U.S. Northwest. Overfishing of the Atlantic
halibut in the Gulf of Maine brought on this severe population decline, but it was an
industrial revolution, a combination of interlocking technologies of the railroad,
sharpshooter fishing vessels, long-term ice preservation and the telegraph that facilitated
the collapse. Had these technologies not been integrated into the Gloucester fishing fleet,

95

Bigelow, Fishes of the Gulf of Maine, 256.

40

it is possible that the Gulf of Maine halibut could have remained a secondary level,
locally-sold seafood product for quite some time.
Of these four technologies that came into widespread commercial use during this
time period, only rail transportation still retains its large-scale, basic function today. Coal
eventually replaced wood as fuel for the railroad steam engine, and then diesel-powered
engines took their place. Mechanically refrigerated freight cars eventually eliminated the
use of ice in rail freight shipments.
With the beginning of the twentieth century, sail-powered fishing boats were
slowly replaced by vessels with gasoline engines. In the years to come, steel would
become the hull material of choice for offshore fishing vessels, because of its superior
durability. Also found on these new boats were types of mechanized deck equipment,
which replaced the one and two-man dory fishing method. The use of ice to preserve fish
caught on offshore fishing trips would continue to be used for quite some time. Today,
most fishing vessels working at distance from shore utilize onboard refrigeration units.
Chopped ice is still commonly used to preserve fish catches on boats fishing inshore
waters on day trips.
The electromagnetic telegraph continued as the major form of long distance
communication for several more decades after 1870, until it was replaced by the
telephone and teletype, which came into widespread use at the end of the nineteenth
century. The city of Gloucester has remained a major fishing industry center in the
northeast United States over the years. Currently, most of the fish offloaded on its docks
have been caught in Canadian or other non-U.S. waters, and Gloucester is now a major
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fisheries distribution point. Many of the fishing-related businesses are gone and are now
the sites of governmental or history-related organizations such as the U.S. Coast Station,
the Maritime Heritage Center, and marine artist Fitz Hugh Lane’s house. The town of
Essex now still has a boat yard, which is used for the historical restoration of wooden sail
vessels. With its well protected inland dockage, Essex harbor is also a center for
recreational boating.
The Gulf of Maine Atlantic halibut population never recovered from the fishing
onslaught of 1848 to 1868. There has been no large scale commercial fishing for Atlantic
halibut in this region for many decades, and since 1973 this fish has been declared a
threatened species under the U.S. Endangered Species Act. Its slow growth and low
reproduction rates are frequently listed as major reasons for its lack of population
recovery. Other factors are very likely involved, possibly habitat destruction or increases
in the numbers of predator species in the Gulf of Maine. At the beginning of the twentyfirst century, much more information is now available about the physical oceanography
characteristics of this area than in the 1800s, but its biological complexity is still not well
understood. What ever the reasons are for the halibut’s lack of population recovery, they
will have to be discovered through future research efforts.
The few Atlantic halibut that are now caught incidentally by fishermen from time
to time are usually small in size. The halibut available today in restaurants and seafood
markets nationwide is now mostly from Alaska’s Bering Sea. As one of the waves of the
industrial revolution that swept over North America during this time, the Atlantic halibut
became its first marine natural resource victim.
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A most commonly discussed overzealous exploitation of an oceanic natural
resource, frequently compared to maritime overfishing of this same time period, is that
of the nineteenth-century phenomenon of whaling. The comparison between whaling and
commercial fishing, however, has few shared characteristics. The hunting of whales took
place in many locations around the world, but only on the sea’s surface. In addition, the
marketing of the whale’s oil and baleen products required no involved preservation
measures similar to those needed in the fishing industry. The necessary rush to market
was not required in this case, like it was in halibut fishing. To understand the Atlantic
halibut perspective, it is imperative that we consider the working relationships between
the technologies that made it possible for events like this to happen.
As the nineteenth century came to a close and with it the Gulf of Maine halibut
industry, several art forms started to depict romanticized concepts of the Gloucester
fishermen and their work on the ocean. Captains Courageous, the famous 1896 novel by
Rudyard Kipling described adventures encountered on the Gloucester offshore fishing
vessel We’re Here. In addition, many period paintings by artists such as Winslow Homer
and Fitz Hugh Lane depicted scenes of Gloucester harbor activities and the work
involved on board an offshore fishing boat. The American public’s increased attention on
the Gloucester fishing industry came about for several reasons. A large increase of
tourism on Cape Ann had been made possible by the local passenger train service
introduced to Gloucester. In addition, the large number of fatalities that had been
associated with the halibut fishery 96contributed to the public curiosity. Over the years,
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eastern U.S. newspapers carried dramatic accounts of the storms and losses at sea,
reaching large numbers of readers in many cities.
While these dramatic accounts and interpretations caught the public’s attention,
they did not apparently raise concern over the possibility that a marine resource was
being seriously depleted at a rapid pace. Most people during that time, including
scientists, thought the bounty of the ocean was unlimited. An example of this philosophy
was given by British Fisheries Commissioner Thomas Henry Huxley in 1862 who stated,
“Overfishing was an unscientific and erroneous fear.”97 Commercial fishermen over the
ages have not always viewed this problem objectively, and even today many remain
notoriously optimistic.
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Illustration 1. The Atlantic Halibut, H.L.Todd, ca. 1880.
Rpt in Bigelow and Schroeder, Fishes of the Gulf of Maine.
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Illustration 2. The Gulf of Maine, 2008.
U. S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, Washington, DC.
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Illustration 3. Sharpshooter Fishing Vessel, 1848.
Rpt. in Chapelle, The American Fishing Schooners.
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Illustration 4. States of Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island and parts of New
Hampshire and New York Rail Road Routes, 1846. Archibald Kennedy, 1850.
Rpt. from U.S. Library of Congress.
(By November, 1847, this line on this map would extend from Boston to Gloucester.)
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Appendix
Checklist of Illustrations

1. Todd, H.L., illustrator. Atlantic Halibut. Pen and ink drawing. Washington, DC.:
U.S. Government Printing Office, c1880. From Bigelow and Schroeder, Fishes of
the Gulf of Maine, 1953.
2. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. Map. Washington, DC. 2007.
http://noaanews.noaa.gov/stories2007/images/gulf-of-maine-features.jpg.
(accessed December 12, 2008).
3. Sharpshooter Fishing Vessel, 1848. Pen and ink illustration, illustrator unknown 1848.
New York: Norton, 1973. From Howard I. Chapelle, The American Fishing
Schooners.
4. Kennedy, Archibald. States of Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island and parts of
New Hampshire and New York Rail Road Routes, 1846. Map. Boston:
Legislature of Massachusetts. 1850. From U.S. Library of Congress, Map
collections. http//memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/map_item. (accessed January 4, 2009).
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Glossary
“Atlantic Halibut.” Hippoglossus hippoglossus, the largest member of the
flounder family. Originally widely distributed in the North Atlantic Ocean, its numbers
have been seriously depleted for more than 100 years.
“Bank.” An uplifted ocean plateau or shoal area that frequently contains high
levels of fish stocks. Well-known examples in the Gulf of Maine include Browns,
Georges, Jefferys, and Stellwagen Banks.
“Bycatch.” Fish species, or other marine animals, that are not being targeted as
the catch by a fishing boat. Bycatch species may or may not be kept.
“Cape Ann.” An area of land in northeastern Massachusetts that juts out into the
Gulf of Maine. The towns of Beverly, Essex, Gloucester, Hamilton, Ipswich,
Manchester-By-The Sea, Rockport, and Wenham are found here.
“Catch.” All of the fish that are caught in commercial fishing efforts.
“Commercially Extinct.” A term used by marine biologists to describe the
situation where an ocean animal species is no longer present in large enough numbers to
be harvested for commercial profit.
“Dimorphic.” Two differing physical characteristics found in one species.
“Directed Fishery.” The concentrated effort to catch a particular species of fish in
commercial fishing.
“Discard.” That part of the bycatch that is not wanted and thrown back over the
side.

50

“Dory.” A wooden row boat, usually about twelve to fifteen feet long, used by
fishermen in the offshore halibut industry.
“Fish Hold.” A partitioned section in the lower part of a fishing boat’s hull where
the catch is stored for the duration of a trip.
“Fish Preservation Processes.” Preserving fish catches by exposing their flesh to
drying, icing, salting, or smoking processes.
“Gloucester Telegraph.” A major newspaper in the Gloucester area, first
published in 1827, this paper carried information relating to all types of maritime
activities.
“Gobstick.” A small-hand held club used to knock out or kill large halibut when
pulling them into a dory.
“Gulf of Maine.” The northwestern part of the North Atlantic Ocean, adjoining
the New England coastal states and eastern Canadian Maritime Provinces. This gulf
includes three major oceanic basins.
“High Grading.” A fish broker’s practice of assigning unusually high standards
for buying a vessel’s catch of a certain species.
“Mother Ship.” In the offshore halibut fishery, a sixty to eighty foot wooden
hulled sailboat that would transport the crew and equipment out to the fishing banks.
“Nautical Mile.” The unit of measure used in maritime navigation, measuring
6,076 feet, which is 796 feet longer than the statute, or land mile.
“Oceanic Basin.” Large and relatively flat, low elevations on the sea floor.
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“Offshore Fisheries.” Commercial fishing that takes place some distance from the
shoreline that cannot be covered, out and back, in one day’s sailing.
“Sharpshooter.” A clipper ship designed for use in commercial fishing. Built
longer and narrower than previous types of fishing boats, it was considerably faster in the
water, an important factor in getting a trip’s catch to market. Sharpshooters were
specifically designed with holds for icing down halibut catches. This type of vessel was
common in the Gloucester fleet around 1850.98
“Shoal.” A location in the ocean that is shallower than surrounding areas.
“Swamping.” When waves wash over the topsides of a boat, possibly sinking it.
“Teleost.” A fish having a bony skeleton.
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