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The New Technology

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

of from the dories?

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

The Technological Revolution

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

mate relationship between money and technology developed in the fisheries

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

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

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

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

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

*Similar to today’s “long line” and not to be confused with the modern trawl, which is a net
dragged along the sea bottom. The nineteenth-century trawl was a stationary line set and
tended by dory fishermen. Its numerous hooks were fastened to shorter lines (gangings) at-
tached, in turn, to the main setline, which extended from the ocean floor to floats or buoys on
the surface of the water. (For a detailed description, see Pierce, 63, 66-69.)
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ually supplanted old-fashioned hooking by hand.* It permitted fishermen
to surround and capture entire schools of fish with minimal use of bait. Like
the trawl and dory, the purse seine increased the catch potential as well as
the efficiency of the vessel employing it, and it also speeded the fishing pro-
cess. Dories and trawls were in common use among New England cod fish-
ermen by 1860 and had completely superseded deck fishing twenty years
later. Purse seining, widely adopted for the first time during the Civil War,
was nearly universal in the mackerel fishery by 1870.2

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

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

*Until the advent of the purse seine, mackerel were taken in two basic ways: “drailing,” or
troll fishing under sail with baited hooks attached to long poles, and “jigging,” or drift fishing
with baited hand-lines, using chopped bait thrown on the water to attract schools of fish.
Drailing, the older form, was common until circa 18201830, while jigging predominated
thereafter. (Sources: Mackerel Fishery Materials, 85-98, 117-18; Goode Report, sec. §,1:275-86,
298—-300; Halifax Commission Proceedings, 2810.)







A typical Maine fishing crew. The men of the schooner Emma of Swan’s Island
gathered near the mainmast for a group portrait at Bernard Harbor in the town
of Tremont, following a trip to the offshore grounds, ca. 1900. Judging from th
tubs of trawl along the port rail (center-right), they have been groundgﬁshing ‘
The Emma was an 81-ton (n.m.) vessel built at Bath in 1883. Note the crew’s 4
leather boots, standard fishing apparel throughout the nineteenth centur
(Courtesy Southwest Harbor, Maine, Public Library, G. A. Neal photo) "

A rural Maine fishing station: the E. D. Hodgkins establishment on the Jordan
River at Lamoine, ca. 1880. Three large Grand Banks schooners are at the wharves,
one of them riding light after landing her salted cod, which will be stored in
one of the nearby fish houses until ready for sun drying in the adjacent flake
yard, Several unoccupied fish flakes are in view. The white, rectangular structures
atop them, called “flake boxes,” were used to cover gathered stacks of drying
fish cach evening to prevent damage from dampness or rain. Lamoine was
among the last Maine ports to engage in the traditional salt-cod banks fishery.
(Courtesy Lamoine, Maine, Historical Society)




Three small fresh-market schooners in port at Portland i ime i

1890s. Sails are furled and dories are ncftly stacked or “r’xiws;](in.(’:” :)o;:cr::?f(l;::;)
is overhauling a tub of trawl line. Fish warchouses form the backdrop. Portland
mall"kct schooners ground-fished on the nearest offshore banks of the Gulf of
Maine and made multiple trips in a season, returning at frequent intervals with

frcs'h catc.hcs that were iced on board, if necessary, to prevent spoilage. (Courtesy
Maine Historical Society, Portland)
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The New Capitalism

The big fish eat the litte ones.—Newfoundland proverb?

The Growth of Economic Concentration

Paradoxically, it is not possible to talk about the general decline of the Maine
fisheries without discussing the concurrent rise of Portland’s fisheries. The
changes set in motion by wartime inflation, the repeal of the fishing bounty,
and the development of new technology were not uniformly harmful to the
Maine fishing industry. For those in a position to capitalize on the declin-
ing fortunes of others, the altered circumstances were actually beneficial.
Such was the case with Portland, where most of Maine’s fishery capitalists
were based after 1865. This city became the focus of the industry following
the Civil War and typified the movement toward economic concentration
that government intervention under the bounty law had previously held in
abeyance.

Portland was always a significant factor in Maine’s fishing industry. Ex-
cept for the war years, it dominated the state’s mackerel! fishery throughout
the nineteenth century.? During the heyday of the cod fishery (1840-1865),
however, Portland had been relegated to an overall position of secondary
importance, and for a time it was something of a fisheries backwater com-
pared to other parts of Maine. With the decline of the smaller outports and
the eastern fisheries after 1865, that all changed. Portland’s re-emergence be-
gan in the early 1870s, when it rose to challenge the districts of Castine (ex-
Penobscot) and Wiscasset for leadership in the statewide vessel fisheries. By
1878 Portand-Falmouth* had become the leading Maine customs district,

*For all practical purposes, the district of Portland-Falmouth and the port of Portland were
one and the same after 1865 in terms of fishing-vessel tonnage statistics. Although the district
encompassed the entire coastline of Casco Bay from Harpswell to Cape Elizabeth, few large
fishing vessels were owned outside of the city. Similarly, the fisheries of western Maine’s other
important postwar district, Wiscasset, were largely restricted to the port of Boothbay and its
immediate environs. The fisheries of the eastern customs districts tended to be more dispersed,
both before and after the Civil War. Castine (ex-Penobscot) District, for example, included the
large fishing ports of Bucksport and Castine, as well as numerous smaller industry centers like
Deer Isle and Swan’s Island. For the boundaries of the Maine customs districts, sec map 1. Sce
also Hough Report, 104—6, and Richard Wynkoop, Clearance and Entrance of Vessels in the
United States of America (N.Y.: D. Appleton & Co., 1882), 80-81.
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as mca.sured by tonnage owned in vessels over twenty tons. Within two years
it led in number of vessels as well and established a dominance that lastcd,
for the remainder of the century.?

Portland’s sudden prominence transcended the state of Maine. The city
cmc.rgcd in the 1880s as one of the three primary fishing ports in.Amcrica
sharing that honor with Gloucester and Boston. As the decade began, it wa;
second only to Gloucester in terms of vessel ownership, exceeding l;oston
?md such other well-established New England ports as Newburyport, Prov-
incetown, and Wellfleet.* Portland’s mackerel fishery, always its fo;tc as-
sumc'd national importance during the next few years and, for a time n;adc
the ¢ity the second-ranking mackerel port in the United States. Durill the
carly 1880s the wharves lining Commercial Street accounted for ncfrl a
quarter of all the salt mackerel landed in New England. Such activity Zn-
abled western Maine’s “Natural Seaport” to seriously challenge Gloucester
as the fishing capital of America by the middle of that decade.®

Portland retained its position of stature in the national fisheries for about
ﬁfn-:cn years. Among customs districts, Portland-Falmouth was third in the
nation in the ownership of fishing vessels over twenty tons from 1880 to
1894, ].JChind Gloucester and Barnstable (Cape Cod). In tortal fishing ton-
nage, it maintained a place in the top four from 1879 to 1896.% Portland’s
peak year of the postwar era was 1883, when it claimed 113 large schooners
and 38 smaller boats of the “smack” variety. Vessel tonnage that year was
6,522—or close to 8 percent of the national total. Servicing this impressive
fleet were no fewer than thirty-one wholesale fish dealers, ranging the entire
length of the city waterfront and specializing in all varieties of fish prod-
ucts.” A year later, the Portland fisheries were providing direct or ingircct
employmcnt for three thousand workers, occupying a fleet of vessels worth
z(uln ist(lir.natcl()i .$izloo,ooo, and accounting for an overall capital investment
including buildings ilhi
(incluc caih Valuci and wharves) of $2 million, a figure equalled by the
. By the 1880s the city of Portland enjoyed a nearly monopolistic position

in the Maine fisheries. Its share of the state’s fishing tonnage in vessels over
twenty tons, which had been 8 percent in 1870, increased to 26 percent in
1880, and was up to 36 percent by 188s. In terms of mackerel-fishing schoo-
ners alone, Portland owned roughly half of the entire Maine fleet after
‘1880.9 Simultaneously, the city tightened its grip on the supply and market-
ing sectors of Maine’s fishing industry. Its salt wholesalers, who had im-
p<?r-tcd slightly more than half of the state’s foreign salt at tile close of the
Civil War, increased that share to three-quarters of the total in 1880.!¢ Within
another five years, two-thirds of Maine’s fish dealers and thrcc-qilartcrs of
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its outfitting firms were located in Portland, giving the city close £0 a mo-
nopoly over two aspects of the industry that had been relatively decentral-
ized as late as the early 1870s.!!

The rapid expansion of Portland’s fisheries, though gratifying to local in-
terests, was not really a healthy development considered within a broader
Maine context. Unlike the comparable antebellum dominance of Penob-
scot District, Portland’s monopoly of the postwar Maine fisheries was es-
sentially negative. The city’s position was not achieved by growing faster
than other areas of the state within an industry that was expanding state-
wide. Rather, its growth was inversely proportional to the decline of the
industry elsewhere. For fifteen years, beginning in 1870, Portland’s fishing
fleet grew steadily, approximately tripling in size, while Maine’s overall fleet
remained roughly the same in numbers and tonnage. The net result was a
steady decline in areas outside of Portland, a decline that was in direct pro-
portion to the city’s growth. Between 1870 and 1885 the District of Portland-
Falmouth gained five thousand tons of fishing vessels, very ncarly the
amount lost from all of Maine’s other customs districts combined over the
same period. Penobscot District, by contrast, had doubled its tonnage dur-
ing the fifteen ycars from 1845 to 1860 but had managed only to retain its
carlier share of Maine’s total fishing fleet (20 percent), because other dis-
tricts had increased their tonnage by the same ratio.12 In short, Portland’s
rise was a product not of expansion in Maine’s fisheries but of consolidation.

The clear implication is that Portland’s growth during its brief golden
cra was accomplished in large part at the expense of other fishing ports in
the state, and that was indeed the case. Large numbers of fishing vessels from
Maine’s smaller coastal towns were transferred to Portland after 1865.13 It is
possible, of course, to exaggerate the factor of vessel transfer in Portland’s
postwar expansion. Many new vessels also joined the city’s flect during that
period. Portland was, in fact, the only important in-state market for Maine-
built fishing schooners following the Civil War, and at least three dozen
such vessels were launched for city merchants at Bath, Boothbay, and Kenne-
bunkport, the state’s principal postwar schooner-building centers, between
1866 and 1890.* Nevertheless, new construction cannot, by itself, explain

*Professional yards specializing in fishing-schooner construction for primarily outside inter-
ests were a prominent feature of Maine’s coastal economy following the Civil War. The leading
builders engaged in this work were Deering & Donnell and Hagan & Thurlow at Bath,
George Christenson {or Christiansen) at Kennebunkport, and William Adams & Son, James
McDougall & Son, and C. &.J. P. Hodgdon & Co. at East Boothbay. These and other Maine
firms turned out 20 percent or more of the vessels in the Massachuserts fleet of the 1880s.

(Source; Mass.Cen., 188, 2:1422-23.)
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the massive increase in Portland’s fishing fleet, which expanded by eighty-
two schooners between the years 1868 and 1883 alone.1*

The phenomenon of vessel transfer began with the initial industry decline
of the 1860s and especially affected the castern seaports. Many of Penobscot
District’s larger schooners were sold “to the westward” during the last years
of the Civil War, when its fishermen were forced by economic circumstances
to seek employment on land or in the boat fisheries, 15 The process contin-
ued after the war ended and was typified by the sale of the Bucksport Grand
Banker Zenas Snow to Portland interests in 1863. Most of Deer Isle’s schoo-
ners were sold out of the district around the same time. 16 This east-to-west
movement of vessels produced as its by-product a fundamental geographic
reorientation of the Maine fishing fleet. Less than a decade after the close
of the war, a majority of the state’s tonnage was sailing out of western ports
(principally Portland), totally reversing the pattern of vessel ownership that
had existed for more than a quarter-century prior to 1865. The shift was
massive. Between 1865 and 1880 that portion of Maine’s cod and mackerel
tonnage owned west of Rockland rose from one-third to two-thirds, while
overall tonnage remained roughly static.1”

The transfer of fishing tonnage to Portland did not affect eastern Maine
alone. Smaller nearby towns sacrificed as well. Of Portland’s continuing ag-
grandizement, contemporary observer R. E. Earll wrote in 1880, “This city
now practically controls the fishing interests, not only of the district [of
Portland-Falmouth] but also of the greater portion of western Maine.” 18
Portland’s hegemony in the western half of the state was reinforced by a
considerable degree of regional absentee vessel-ownership. A number of
city merchants began to dabble in thar form of indirect control during the
late 1860s, when they purchased shares in new Boothbay and Harpswell
schooners. In the 1870s one of them, E. H. Chase, established branch facilj-
ties at Boothbay and began carrying on dual fishing operations, there and at
Portland.® By 1880 city capital was extensively invested in several schooners

of the Boothbay-area fleet, and arrangements had been made for those ves-
sels to market their catch at Portland.20

Although the movement of tonnage to Portland was constant after 1865,
the greatest number of transfers appear to have taken place at the end of the
depressed decade of the 1870s. The following dozen members of the state-
wide fishing fleet of 18791880, for example, were operating out of Portland
less than four years later: Lillian M. Warren of Deer Isle; 8. L. Foster of
Cranberry Isles; Fleetwood of North Haven; John Somes, Lucy | Warren, and
D. D. Geyer of Swan’s Island; Venilia of Brooklin; Dreadnought of Cape
Elizabeth; Young Sultan and A. H. Lennox of Wiscasset; Pearl of Orr’s
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Island of Harpswell; and Alice M. Gould of Boothbay.?! Char.actcristically,
most of the transfers came from small eastern towns. The precise reason for
their sales are unknown but may be inferred from the disposition of two
other outport vessels around the same time.

In 1879 several fishermen from the small Hancock County town of
Brooklin, near Deer Isle, decided to embark on an ambitious effort to enter
the offshore mackerel fishery. They fitted out a large vessel with an expen-
sive purse seine and pursued the major fisheries, working the southern waters
during the spring, the Gulf of St. Lawrence in summer, and the New Ep»
gland coast during the fall. After a year of fishing, however, the enterprise
proved economically untenable. Unable to refit for a scconq season, the
owners sold their schooner to Portland interests in 1880.22 A similar unfor-
tunate case involved the schooner George F. Keene of Swan’s Island, auc-
tioned off at a United States marshal’s bankruptcy sale held in Boston on
August 18, 1888. The buyer was W. §. Jordan & Company of Portland, one
of that city’s larger outfitting firms, which purchased the vessel for fishing

ses.23

purIiobzsth instances, economic failure precipitated the transfer to Portland
ownership, and in each case the failure was that of a sr.nall, independent en-
trepreneurship, unable to succeed in the changed environment of the p(?st-
war fisheries. Low operating costs and the existence of the federal fishing
bounty had minimized such mini-disasters in earlier times, but those ame-
liorating factors were no longer in play. High costs meant that for small op-
erators success had to be immediate and substantial, and government aid
was not available to carry enterprises over the rough spots.

The situation was especially bad during the decade of the 1870s. For T_FIC
economy as a whole, the 1870s were years of severe rctrcnch.mcnt and dis-
location. The famous financial panic of 1873 was followed in a m.atter of
months by a general business downturn, which quickly c.:volvcd into the
worst depression the United States had known up to that time. IF lasth for
six years, replete with bank closings, business failures, plummeting prices,
and widespread unemployment.2*

The fisheries were not immune to the hard times. To fishermen, the pe-
riod 18731879 was one of drastically reduced returns on the catch they car-
ried to market. Wholesale cod prices declined by a full one-third at Portland
and Gloucester during the depression decade, dropping to a level not seen
since before the Civil War.2®> Mackerel prices also fell, reaching such a dis-
couragingly low level after 1873 that half of the Gulf of St. Lawrence fleet
elected to remain in port rather than fish.26 Costs incurred by fishermen, on
the other hand, did not fall by nearly as much, even in a time of general
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price decline. There were exceptions, of course. The price of salt dropped at
least as fast as the price of fish, if not faster, although that was a dubious
benefit in an era when fresh fishing was increasingly in vogue.?” Similarly,
the cost of a suit of schooner sails was significantly reduced, falling by 25 per—,
cent between 1869 and 1877.28 Such advantages were cancelled out, how-
ever, by other expenses. For example, the cost of many basic provisions car-
ried on a fishing voyage—coffee, flour, rice, beans, bread, and potatoes
among others—remained steady or rose slightly between 1870 and 1877.29,
On balance, the expenses of going fishing remained fairly constant in the
face of a declining fish market. Outfitting costs recorded at Castine in the
depression year of 1874 showed price decreases over 1870 in only about half
of the items purchased and actual price increases in several others. Banks
schooners working out of Castine at the height of the depression were
forced to insure their outfits for approximately the same value as in pre-
depression years, even though cod prices were down substantially, 30

More critical than the failure of outfitting expenses to keep pace with
falling fish prices was the problem of vessel costs. The fisherman’s schooner
was his single biggest investment, and shipyards were slow to reflect the re-
ality of a depressed economy. From 1873 to 1877, the average purchase price
of a new fishing schooner built at Essex, Massachusetts, remained firm at
around $8,000. That was approximately double the 1860 price and roughly
equal to the cost prevailing in the inflation-ridden years of the immediate
postwar era.3! The continued price stability of the new vessel market—at
Essex yards, prices even inched upward slightly in the middle 1870s32—was
due almost entirely to the high cost of wood.

In Maine, timber costs had begun rising shortly before the Civil War,
That process intensified during the 1860s, as gradually diminishing supplies
close at hand necessitated an increased reliance on more expensive building
materials shipped from out of state.? In the Trenton-Lamojne area of east-
ern Maine, the price of wood used in fishing vessels nearly tripled during
the decade after 1860, and by 1870 lumber alone accounted for one-third of
the total outlay for a banks schooner, compared to one-sixth ten years ear-
lier.3¢ Other construction costs began to decline at that point. Wages, which
had risen somewhat during the 1860s, were reduced over the succeeding
decade at Maine shipyards.35 Timber, however, resisted the downward trend
of wages and prices. In the Portland wholesale market, shipbuilding lumber
was actually more expensive during the initial two years of the depression
(1874—1875) than it had been before the 1873 crash, and, unlike most other
commodities, it remained high throughout the 1870s.36

The results were predictable. As fishing profits shrank, fishermen and
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others in the industry were gradually priced out of the new-vessel market.
By 1877 new fishing schooners built at Bath were sitting on the stocks for
months at a time, unable to attract buyers.?” Only at the tail end of the de-
cade, after five years of general economic decline, did timber and, in turn,
vessel prices begin to come down.3® That was too late for many fishing en-
trepreneurs. The failure of shipyards to reduce their prices put a premium
on used vessels and made them expensive as well. At the height of the de-
pression, aging schooners that should have declined substantially in value
were selling for the same amount of money their owners had paid for them
several years earlier.3® Such added overhead in the face of declining fish
prices was a definite hardship on the operator in need of a replacement ves-
sel to stay in the fishing business.

The depression of the 1870s, then, created an economic environment for
the fishing industry that contributed to the already formidable problems of
marginal operators. The disparity between costs and returns made the de-
cade very similar to the inflation-ravaged years of the Civil War. The end re-
sult was more failed fishing firms in the smaller Maine outports and an in-
crease in vessel transfers to Portland, where the large mercantile firms were
better able to withstand the heavy economic weather of the times. Between
1870 and 1880, as Maine’s fishing fleet outside the city was being reduced by
a third, Portland’s flect was doubling in size.*°

The Portland fish merchants were relatively immune to bad economic
news. While other operators in Maine struggled to stay afloat during the
depression decade, they remained insulated from serious economic difficul-
ties by their very size and affluence. Most of the Portland companies were
already comparative industry giants by the middie 1870s. In 1877 the city’s
eleven most prominent firms were capitalized at an average of $100,000,*
and eight of them owned a dozen or more schooners, a concentration of
vessel ownership matched by only four other operators in the state.*! The
Portland merchants could therefore afford the luxury of absorbing occa-
sional losses or temporarily diminished profits. When smaller firms and in-
dependent fishermen went under, as happened with increasing frequency in
the wake of the 1873 panic, they were there to pick up the pieces. The eco-
nomic collapse of the 1870s thus reinforced the effects of postwar inflation

" *Portland claimed five of the seven Maine fishing companies with capital investments of
$100,000 or more at this time. The five were: E. H. Chase ($267,500), Jordan & Blake
(8$185,000), Thomes, Chase & Company ($130,000), Lewis, Whitten & Company ($110,000),
and Charles A. Dyer ($100,000). These firms were engaged in all phases of the business and
owned extensive shore property in addition to fleets of vessels.
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and the bounty repeal in stimulating the growth of monopoly in the fishin
industry.* #
AJthlough Portland was the chief beneficiary of increased economic con-
ccnt.ratlon in the Maine fisheries after 1865, its expansion was not the only
manifestation of basic structural change in the industry during the last half
of the nineteenth century. The growth of concentration took place, albeit
on a somewhat smaller scale, even where localized fishing operatio;ls sur-
vived independent of Portland’s lengthening shadow. The greater Booth-
bay area was one example. In 1850 this region (including the fishing villages
of Boothbay Harbor, Southport, and Westport) had a total of twenty-seven
active fishing firms, which altogether operated 77 vessels. A quarter-century
later, in 1877, greater Boothbay was home to well over 100 vessels but the
number of actual enterprises had been cut in half. Instead of tw’o dozen
small firms capitalized at less than $4,000 and operating an average of 3 ves-
sels each, Boothbay’s fisheries were now controlled by twelve large firms av-
eraging $74,000 in capitalization and 11 vessels each.*? Exactly when this
process of consolidation gathered its greatest momentum is uncertain, given
an absence of data for the Civil War period, but the depression of thc’ 1870s
appears to have had a major impact. One of the villages in the region, South-
Port, lost four of its six fishing establishments between 1870 and 187,7 while
its ﬂcc't of schooners and total capital investment remained rough,ly the
same size. Two large companies thus inherited what six smaller firms had
owned and managed prior to the economic slump 43
Similar developments took place everywhere in Maine, to a greater or
%esscr degree. At Deer Isle, in the eastern part of the state, the number of
independent fishing enterprises declined by almost two-thirds between 1860
and 1870. Again, the money invested in vessels and shore facilities remained
constant but was concentrated in fewer hands, as average individual capitali-
zation rose from $2,000 to $5,000 in just a decade. Seven years later, Deer
Isl'e’s fisheries, once the industry’s preeminent example of small-scale ,cntcr-
prise, were dominated by just three companies, one of them worth over
$I0.0,000.“ On North Haven Island in Penobscot Bay the number of
fishing firms decreased from cight to only two between 1860 and 1877, while
the town’s overall capital investment in the fisheries increased by ;cvcral
thousand dollars. The surviving operators, like their contemporaries on Deer
Isle, enjoyed assets far greater than those of their predecessors in the busi-

*The impact of the depression of the 1870s on the fishing industry was not unlike its effect
on other sectors of the American economy, such as oil and steel, whose consolidations were ac-
celerated by the undermining and ultimate dissolution of numerous small companies follor i
th(? financial crash of 1873. (Source: Thomas C, Cochran and John C. Miller YE;;B Age ofE:;ng—
prise: A Social History of Industrial America [New York: Macmillan Co., 19;1], 143—45.) M
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ness.** Local consolidation of this sort was accompanied in eastern Maine
by regional centralization. Fishing operations in the various customs districts
tended more and more to be concentrated in one or two ports rather than
in a multiplicity of towns and villages, as previously. Bucksport, for example,
became the fisheries center for all of Castine District after 1880, gradually
increasing its share of the district’s formerly dispersed vessel fleet to well
over half 46

The process of consolidation described above actually began early in the
nineteenth century, even though it did not reach fruition until much later.
A trend toward concentrated ownership of vessels was evident in the cod-
fishing fleet of eastern Maine’s Penobscot District soon after 1830. District
statistics for the years 1829 to 1848 reveal an unmistakable, if slow, move-
ment away from ownership by working fishermen and single-vessel owners
and toward multiple-vessel ownership by wealthy individuals or mercantile
firms.¥ By the 1850s merchant dominance was abundantly evident at such
major regional entrepdts as Castine and Bucksport, and fishing companies
in those places were beginning to extend their influence to smaller surround-
ing outports by purchasing controlling shares* in locally owned schoo-
ners.*8 The pattern was duplicated in western Maine. Portland’s gradual ab-
sorption of the fishing interests of Portland-Falmouth District began as early
as 1840, and the control of vessels owned in the city had already passed into
the hands of large capitalists by 1850.%°

Despite the inexorable spread of large-scale enterprise, economic de-
mocracy remained a reality in most fishing communities along the Maine

*This was especially the case with large Grand Banks schooners of one hundred tons or
more, which by 1850 were already too expensive for the average outport operator to finance
alone or through local partnership. A practice evolved whereby the majority owners of a new
oucport vessel would take a merchant from one of the large fishing ports as minority share-
holder, accept his managing ownership, and permit their schooner to hail from the merchant’s
home port during the fishing season. The merchant thus guaranteed the vessel’s outfitting and
marketing trade for his own firm, while the majority owners gained capital assistance in build-
ing it. The Vinalhaven Grand Banker Mary Brewer—11s tons (0.m.) and registered dimensions
of 77° X 21" X 8, one of the Penobscot region’s biggest cod-fishing vessels—exemplified this
form of enterprise. In 1854, when two years old, she was valued at $4,000, having probably
cost 85,000 new. Her four island owners, including the captain, were able to finance only ten-
sixteenths of the schooner themselves. In exchange for the balance of the required outlay
($1,875), they accepted the managing ownership of a leading Castine merchant, Samuel
Adams, who assumed a plurality share of six-sixteenths and supervised construction of the ves-
sel at a Castine shipyard. The Mary Brewer thenceforth fished out of that port. (Sources: Col-
cord, 317; Halifax Commission Proceedings, 2250, 2610; R], marine list, 9 June 1854; EA, marine
list, 2 October 1854; U.S. MS Census Pop., 1850: Hancock County, Maine, town of Castine,
and Waldo County, Maine, towns of Vinalhaven and North Haven; Castine Tax Valuation
Book for 1854: valuation of schooner Mary Brewer; NA, RBMIN [RG 41}, VDR, Penobscot
District Enrollments, vol. 40: certificate of enrollment, schooner Mary Brewer, 21 May 1852.)
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coast for a considerable period of time. This was especially true down east.
In 1848, close to half of the 267 cod-fishing vessels enrolled in the district of
Penobscot still belonged to single-vessel owners, and despite the growth of
merchant firms such small entrepreneurs continued to constitute the over-
whelming majority of the district’s vessel ownership bloc. Furthermore,
these single-vessel operators, most of whom were working fishermen, actu-
ally increased in number during the decade of the 1840s. At midcentury,
they remained the core of the industry in eastern Maine’s premier fishing
district.50

The broadly egalitarian tone of the eastern sea fisheries was sustained
through the 1850s. Although merchants now ruled the larger fishing ports,
they did not control the outports, and independent fishermen continued
to flourish there. The contrast between the mercantile center of Castine
and the outlying village of Deer Isle illustrates this point. Both fishing towns
had similar amounts of capital invested in the industry in 1850, and both
maintained numerically comparable fishing fleets. Beyond that, similarities
ceased. Single-vessel ownership, rare at Castine, where the average firm
owned four vessels, was the rule at Deer Isle, where there were nearly as
many owners as vessels. A wide disparity in individual capitalization also ex-
isted between the two ports. While the handful of merchants controlling
Castine’s fleet had an average investment of close to $7,000, the typical
Deer Isle operator claimed assets of less than $1,500.5!

S. & H. Grove were representative of Deer Isle’s class of small fishery
capitalists. These two brothers owned and operated a single schooner with
a crew of eight in 1849. The vessel and its equipment constituted their entire
investment of $1,200, to which each of the partners had contributed $600.
The Groves’ total return from cod fishing at year’s end amounted to $1,120,
and from that sum they deducted $800 for payment of the crew. The re-
maining $320 and a bounty share of perhaps $100, minus whatever out-
fitting expenses had been incurred for salt, bait, etc., was their only reward
for a full season’s fishing.>? This type of “democratic capitalism” continued
to exist for another decade or so at Deer Isle and places like it. As late as
1860, half of the island’s sixty-five fisheries entrepreneurs were single-vessel
owners capitalized at less than $1,000, and some had entered the business
with as little as $400 or $500. Such opportunity ended with the Civil War,

however. Industrial census takers surveying the island in 1870 found only a .

fraction of the previous number of fishing operations, none of them capital-
ized at under $1,000 and few at less than twice that figure.53

Small-scale enterprise of the type found on Deer Isle in the 18508 was
thoroughly undermined by the repeal of the fishing bounty and the infla-
tion brought by the war. It lingered for a few more years, but by 1880 or
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thereabouts it was a thing of the past as far as the deep-sea fisheries were
concerned. George Brown Goode, speaking to an international gathering of
industry experts in 1883, delivered the culogy on behalf of the United States
Fish Commission: “The general fisheries are becoming concentrated in a
few cities, and while formerly fifty small local fleets were recognized, the
commercial fisheries [of the United States] are now carried on chiefly from
Gloucester, Portland [and] Boston, though Provincetown, with Boothbay
and some other minor ports of Maine, must still be recognized.”**

The economic concentration and consolidation described by Goode—
and evidenced in Maine by the rise of Portland—was the culmination of a
long-term trend under way for decades, but one that had been blunted un-
til 1866 by the intervening force of government subsidy and regulation. The
removal of government from the scene allowed full play to an unfettered
capitalism under which the natural tendency toward monopoly asserted it-
self fully for the first time throughout the fisheries. In the absence of offset-
ting subsidies to their lesser rivals, the merchant firms, with their “economies
of scale,” assumed an increasingly dominant role. The innumerable competi-
tive advantages of large enterprises over small became obvious in the eco-
nomically difficult years that followed the Civil War, when their superior
capacity to withstand inflation, depression, and market fluctuations was
proven time and again.

The End of the Independent Entrepreneur

The principal feature of the economic concentration characterizing Maine’s
fishing industry after the Civil War was merchant control. That in itself was
nothing new, of course. Merchant firms had been economically dominant
in the larger fishing ports well before 1865. What made the postwar mercan-
tile influence unique was its pervasiveness. By the 1870s and 1880s the only
remaining fishing ports of significance were the large ones, where the mer-
chant class ruled supreme. As the fisheries became concentrated in a hand-
ful of commercial centers like Portland, therefore, they increasingly came
under the aegis of a few large companies. In 1880 Portland’s merchant firms
directly managed three-quarters of that city’s entire mackerel fleet and indi-
rectly controlled (through minority shareholding) most of the rest of it.%

Merchant ownership of vessels at Portland differed in some respects from
the pattern prevalent in the 1850s. The increased cost of schooners after 1865
led to an enlargement of the usual number of sharcholders, as a means of
spreading the burden of investment. Division of shares into thirty-seconds,
rather than cighths or sixteenths, became common, and the typical number
of sharcholders per vessel approximately doubled.5¢ This did not lead to
more democratic sharcholding by fishermen or other ordinary individuals,
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but it did produce changes in the nature of merchant ownership itself.
Instead of exclusive control by fish dealers, as was the rule at leading Penob-
scot Bay ports a generation earlier, Portland’s postwar vessel ownership in-
cluded a wide range of maritime interests. In addition to traditional whole-
sale fish merchants, firms representing outficters, provisioners, chandlers,
coopers, shipbuilders, and sailmakers all purchased shares in the city’s fish-
ing fleet and thereby obtained control of its trade in their particular lines of
business. Several outfitting companies went one step further and became
actual managing owners of the vessels they serviced.s?

If the economic environment of the post-1865 period broadened the
range of mercantile involvement in the Maine fisheries, it did nothing for
independent entrepreneurship. Compared, for instance, to pre—Civil War
Belfast, whose fishing captains held managing shares in a third of their ves-
sels and owned a fifth of them outright, shareholding in postwar Portland
was restrictive indeed. Not one of the city’s mackerel schooners was fully
owned by its sailing master in 1880, and only a handful (18 percent) had a
working captain as managing owner.58 This pattern was in keeping with the
broad trend in vessel ownership throughout the New England fisheries dur-
ing the last quarter of the nineteenth century. In spite of extravagant con-
temporary claims that literally hundreds of fishing captains of the period
managed, Horatio Alger—style, to attain ownership of their own vessels, the
fact is that fewer and fewer were able to do 50.5% At Gloucester, where the
largest single fleet was concentrated, less than one fishing schooner in six
was independently owned by its master in 1882.50

In large measure, the demise of the independent operator can be cred-
ited to the repeal of the fishing bounty, the advent of sophisticated technol-
ogy, and the impact of the disruptive cycles of inflation and depression that
began in the 1860s. At the same time, there is little doubrt that it was has-
tened by the market control established by the large fish companies. The
independents—fishermen owning their own vessels and small operators
selling to large wholesalers and distributors—were subjected to severe
economic pressure by the integrated firms located at places like Portland,
Gloucester, and Boston.

The adverse forces of the market operated at several levels. Partly, the
problem facing independents was structural. Fishing was basically a two-
tiered industry: there were those who fished—a description covering most of
the independent operators—and those who purchased the catch, processed
it, and distributed it to retailers. Often the two functions were combined.
The majority of Portland’s firms, for example, were integrated operations
that engaged in both fishing and marketing ¢! They processed the catch of
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their own vessels and also served as fish buyers for fishermen not in the mar-
keting business themselves. These wholesale packers and distributors—the
infamous “middlemen” of the industry—had a tremendous economic ad-
vantage in their dealings with small fishing firms and unaffiliated fishermen,
especially if they (the middlemen) owned their own vessels. Sylvanus Smith,
a retired captain and fisheries chronicler, described the system as it func-
tioned at Gloucester in the latter part of the nineteenth century:

One great factor which has entered into the business, resulting in great injury,
is the producers of fish becoming shippers of fish as well. This has a tendency
to squeeze out the smaller firm, and the producer who was not also a shipper
continually got the small price for his fish. The shipper, who was also a pro-
ducer, would use his own fish when it was to his advantage to do so, but on a
rising market, he would buy of a producer, saving his own supply for higher
prices, and in this way, the producer was always getting the lower prices, while
the shipper obtained the maximum .62

Numerous observers, viewing the scene from different vantage points,
agreed that most of the money made in the fishing business after 1870 was
made in the handling, not the catching, of fish. A critical fisherman offered
the assessment that “as regards the profits of the business, the middle man
makes the greatest, as is usual in most such cases.” %3 An approving fish mer-
chant concurred, describing the earnings derived from the catch as essen-
tially “a mercantile profit.”¢* Another merchant recalled that he actually
lost money as a vessel owner at Gloucester in the 1860s but managed to re-
coup handsomely in the following decade as a wholesale distributor, buying
from others. He credited his own, and Gloucester’s, latter-day prosperity to
a local post—Civil War integration of the producing and marketing func-
tions, which eliminated the long-standing practice of selling exclusively to
wholesale merchants in Boston. In the 1870s Gloucester’s vessel owners
emerged as middlemen in their own right, packing and shipping fish as well
as producing the catch.s5

There is no question that the middlemen of the industry benefitted sub-
stantially at the expense of the independent fishermen and vessel owners.
During the late 1870s, Gloucester’s wholesale merchants realized between
seventy-five cents and one dollar on each quintal of salt cod they purchased
from fishermen, a profit of 20 to 30 percent.s In the mackerel fishery, most
profit taking was done at the packing stage, when the fish were transferred
from sea barrels to shipping barrels and repickled for market. Profit margins
for Gloucester’s packing merchants ranged between 30 and 40 percent on
cach barrel processed.$” Moreover, the packers appear to have gradually
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increased their margins during the postwar period, offsetting falling fish prices
and applying a progressively greater squeeze on the independents in the
process. Certainly, they sacrificed less in hard times than others in the in-
dustry. Despite several years of depression beginning in 1873, packing charges
remained firm, not falling at all until 187668 By the following year prices
were twenty-five cents lower than their two-dollar-per-barrel peak, but
most of that cut had been absorbed in reduced overhead. The packers’
basic unit cost for barrels, salt, and labor fell by fifteen cents, while their
per-barrel profit declined by only ten cents, resulting in a net drop in profits
of just 3 percent, from 33 to 30 percent overall 60
Besides carrying the burden of working in an industry so structured that
even when operating fairly (or at least honestly) it placed them at a distinct
disadvantage, independent fishermen suffered from direct and calculated
exploitation at the hands of those managing the postwar marketing system.
In truth, abuses of one kind or another were as old as the fishing industry
itself. Marblehead fishermen were complaining as early as 1834 about the
unfair tactics of speculative merchants, claiming that such buyers, acting in
combination, often obtained fish at one-third its true market value by em-
ploying trickery and deceit against unwary producers.”® By the post-Civil
War period such practices had become refined and almost institutionalized.
Gloucester wholesale merchants routinely conspired in advance during the
1870s to set the price fishermen would get for their cod.” At the Fulton
Fish Market in New York, which Maine’s southern mackerel fleet frequented
regularly during the Gilded Age, an alternative to ordinary price-fixing was
the charging of a standard 12.5 percent commission on the gross sales of
cach vessel by dealers who doubled as wholesalers and retailers. That rate
was agreed upon in advance by the three major wholesalers who controlled
80 percent of the market’s transactions and was imposed on the rest.”2
Maine itself was not free from such questionable business tactics, In the
1880s, Biddeford Pool fishermen, who marketed their catch at Portland,
comphined bitterly about price-fixing arrangements imposed there by mar-
ketmen and fish buyers.”® Other Mainc fishermen reported much the same
thing. Said one independent operator, interviewed by state officials in 1887:
“The fish business is monopolized to the injury of the fisherman, as the
buyers are about all members of fish bureaus that control prices and sales.
At best there is but a bare living and a life of hardship for those who catch
the fish.”74
There was considerable validity to criticisms of the role of fish bureaus,
or “exchanges,” as they were often called. In November 1882 one such or-
ganization, representing Boston’s leading wholesale dealers, sought to gain
control of that city’s entire fresh-fish market, in order to force down prices
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paid to fishermen. The attempt was described in the following way‘by the
Eastern Argus of Portland, whose readers in the fishing community fol-
lowed its progress with keen interest: “The distinctive feature of the schc.mc
is the purchase of fish only through an exchange, which fixes every morning
the price which is to be paid during the day. It was claimed by the whole-
sale dealers that the new arrangement would benefit the fishermen as well as
themselves, by giving a uniform price for their whole cargoes. The fisher-
men are unanimous in taking an altogether different view of the matter.””s
The would-be monopoly, known as the Boston Fish Exchange, ultimately
failed, owing to a producer boycott. By refusing to sell at the low dictated
price and carrying their fish to other ports instead, the vessel OpC‘l‘atOl‘S com-
pelled the thirty-six member firms constituting the Boston “ring” to dis-
solve their association.”® .
Such cooperative efforts to ensure free competition at the marketing
level were not always successful, however. The power of the exchanges and
other combines was sufficient to overcome resistance in many, if not most,
instances. The so-called halibut pool, another Boston-based monopoly,
serves to illustrate. The New England Halibut Company, founded in 1866,
had so cornered the market in that species by 1882 that under-compensated
halibut fishermen proposed to break it by selling exclusively to several
smaller wholesale dealers in the city and elsewhere.”” Despite their resolve,
the company not only retained its position and authority but cxPandcd it,
forming ironclad price-fixing agreements with its smaller compctxtorsfthc
very source fishermen had looked to for relief. The pool of associated
wholesale halibut dealers had spread by 1888 to include those in Gloucester
as well as Boston, and the Fulton market in New York was also said to be
“thoroughly permeated” with its influence.”®
Luckily for Maine’s fishermen, fresh halibut was not one of the state’s
staple fish products, and Maine’s wholesale merchants were son}cwhat less
heavy-handed in their excursions into market manipulation. This does not
mean that there were no attempts to emulate the fish combines of southern
New England. On April 4, 1884, thirty of Portland’s “principal dealers in
fresh, salt and pickled fish” met to organize the Portland Fish Exchange.
The motives behind the initiative were not publicly revealed, except for an
indication that the arrivals of fishing schooners and their fares would be
carefully monitored and the suggestion that the new organization, with its
committee on arbitration, was expected to “result in much benefit to the
fish trade of Portland.””® There is no direct evidence that the Portland Fish
Exchange functioned like its short-lived predecessor in Boston, wl.li.ch en-
forced market discipline among its members and dispensed profit dividends
in the manner of a corporation.®® Still, the potential for abuse was clearly
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present in the pooling of information and the close confidentiality of the
dealers.

The capacity of Portland’s capitalists to exert market control was rein-
forced by the vagaries of Maine’s curious fish-inspection law. The state was
one of several in New England to regulate the pickling and shipping of
mackerel during the nineteenth century. Among the very first pieces of leg-
islation enacted by Maine’s fledgling government in 1821 was “An Act to
provide for the packing and inspection of Pickled and Smoked fish,” which
empowered the governor and his council to appoint local fish inspectors
and established uniform grading standards for all pickled and smoked sea
products approved for sale. Barrels of mackerel, in particular, were to be
br.andcd numerically, according to their size and quality.8! By the post-
Qvil War period this system of inspection had produced glaring conflicts of
interest. Portland, for instance, had nine fish inspectors in 1880, all of whom
were also wholesale fish dealers. Seven of the nine, furthermore, were active
mackerel packers.®? Fish inspection was similarly implemented elsewhere
with the result that most packing houses in New England had an inspccto;
who was a member of the firm as well 83

In effect, the packers were accorded the privilege of policing themselves
and there is reason to believe that they were less than totally scrupulous. A,
Gloucester dealer indicted the Massachusetts inspection law in 1877, saying
“I think there has been a great deal of fraud practiced by our own ;)ackcrs,
and the quality of the fish packed has hence deteriorated.” % Four ycars,
later, representatives of the United States Fish Commission agreed that dis-
honcsty was widespread in all of the mackerel-packing states because of the
incestuous relationship berween dealers and inspectors, and they pointed
to improper grading as the most common offense.#® That particular charge
was directed toward deception of retailers and (ultimately) consumers, but
there was also ample opportunity for the mackerel packers, who contré)lled
the in-spcction process, to take advantage of their independent suppliers.
State inspectors were permitted considerable discretion in evaluating fish.
Th_cy took into account not only size but relative quality as well. The final
rf:vnsion of Maine’s inspection law in 1875 allowed for five separate classifica-
tions of pickled mackerel, based only in part on objective criteria. A fish ex-
ceeding thirteen inches in length might be variably judged a “number
one,” “number two,” “number three large,” or “number three” product.86

As an indication of what the inspector / packer’s potentially biased decision
could mean to fishermen, the maximum per-barrel wholesale prices of mack-
erel at Portland on August 27, 1878, were: $16.50 for number one, $11.50 for
number two, $9.50 for number three large, and $6.00 for number three 87
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There was one brief attempt to reform Maine’s flawed system of inspec-
tion. In 1832 the state legislature acted to make it illegal for any appointed
inspector to officially brand any barrel of fish in which he had a direct or in-
direct economic interest. However, that amending statute was repealed four
years later without explanation.®® It was never re-enacted, and victimized
fishermen were left only the recourse of improperly tampering with their
fish before delivery to improve its appearance and quality rating. The usual
process, called “plowing,” consisted of splitting or cutting the fish during
dressing operations in such a way as to make it appear thicker and fatter,
thus creating the illusion of a higher-grade product. Unfortunately, whole-
salers and inspectors were acutely aware of the technique employed and,
by the 1880s, were in the habit of automatically downgrading the mackerel
they received to compensate.??

The operation of the fish-inspection law was symbolic of the problems
facing independent vessel owners in Maine after 1865. In contests between
producer and wholesaler, the merchant or middleman had the overwhelm-
ing advantage. The economic struggle was essentially an unequal one, and
the fisherman was the inevitable loser. Henry Demarest Lloyd, surveying the
economic landscape of America in 1894, summarized the fate of indepen-
dent entrepreneurship in words that accurately fit the situation in Maine’s
fishing industry. “We have been . . . leaving competition to regulate itself,”
he wrote. “But the flames of a new economic evolution run around us, and
we turn to find that competition has killed competition.”

From Shares to Wages

In addition to small-scale enterprise, another casualty of the post—Civil War
era in the fisheries was the traditional share system. This, too, was related to
the emergence of the merchant firms, but other factors also weighed heav-
ily, foremost among them the repeal of the fishing-bounty law. Until repeal
in 1866, profit sharing—as opposed to a wage system—was mandated by
law in the cod fishery. The original legislation establishing federal bounties
in 1792 stipulated that to collect the subsidy a vessel had to provide a prior
written agreement between captain and crew to the effect that “the fish, or
the proceeds of such fishing voyage or voyages, which may appertain to the
fishermen, shall be divided among them, in proportion to the quantities or
number of said fish they may respectively have caught; which agreement
shall be endorsed or countersigned by the owner of such fishing vessel or his
agent.”?! This contract provision remained basically unchanged through
subsequent revisions and administrative interpretations of the law for the
next three-quarters of a century. It appeared virtually verbatim in the circular




198 MAINE SEA FISHERIES

instructions on bounty payment distributed to customs officials by the
Treasury Department in 1852 and, lest any misunderstanding exist, was made
more explicit by the following addendum: “No fishing vessel of which the
fishermen, or any one of them, are compensated for their services on board
by wages, or in any other manner than by the division of the fish, or the
proceeds of the same, as required by law, is entitled to bounty.”92

While firmly establishing the principle that the profits from a cod-fishing
voyage had to be divided between owner and crew, the bounty law left un-
defined the precise nature of that division. The share system thus evolved
differently from place to place, taking a variety of forms in the years before
the Civil War. Initially, the various economic arrangements developed in the
New England fisheries were quite democratic. In the 1830s, the Massachu-
setts ports of Marblehead, Plymouth, and Beverly favored a division based
on fractions of eight. The owner and crew together supplied the major out-
fitting items for the voyage (salt, bait, barrels, fuel, and lighting), known
collectively as the “great general,” and the crew provided its own provisions
and fishing gear, commonly referred to as the “small general.” Upon the
vessel’s return, five-eighths of the net stock (proceeds remaining after de-
duction of the cost of the great general from the gross) was proportionately
divided among the crew, while three-eighths was delegated to the owner.
The crew then paid the cost of the small general prior to apportioning its
share.”® In effect, the crew was responsible for five-eighths of the basic out-
fit, in addition to its individual tools of trade and subsistence requirements,
and received five-eighths of the final profit from the sale of fish. On Cape
Cod, a similar system evolved, except that fishing was more typically done
“at the quarters.” That is, the owner took just one-quarter of the net stock,
leaving a more generous three-quarter portion for the crew.%*

Maine’s fisheries, tao, functioned very democratically in the early years of
the industry. A share, or “lay,” system based on quarters or fifths—the
owner in the latter case paying for one-fifth of the outfit and receiving one-
fifth of the profits—flourished in the more isolated coastal regions of the
state, including the island communities of Penobscot and Casco bays, prior
to midcentury.®® It is apparent, however, that the less egalitarian mode of
fishing “at the halves” gradually became the most common form used
down east.

Under the half system, owner and crew divided the net profits of the
voyage cvenly, each taking one-half of what remained following payment
of the great general charge. For obvious reasons, the owners favored this
method of division, and it was instituted early on by merchants at most of
the larger New England fishing ports, to the comparative detriment of or-
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dinary crewmen.* The half-lay was in common use at Gloucester, Massa-
chusetts, well before 1850, and it replaced more democratic forms of appor-
tionment at Beverly and Provincetown sometime after midcentury.”® In
Maine, the half-lay had become the customary arrangement at Portland and
Boothbay by the 1840s and was used exclusively at Castine from the 1830s
through the 1850s.%” The system was also widespread in Maine’s smaller re-
gional outports by the middle of the nineteenth century, indicating a fairly
broad range of acceptance. It was employed, for instance, at such places as
Deer Isle, Sedgwick, and Swan’s Island during the decade-and-a-half that
preceded the Civil War,”® suggesting that other, more equitable forms had
largely disappeared by the late antebellum period.** Whether the lay was at
the fifths, quarters, or halves, however, the fact remains that until 1866 some
form of share system existed wherever American vessels carried on the cod
fishery. The fishing industry thus stood at odds with the prevailing trend
elsewhere in the increasingly wage-oriented national economy.

The end of government involvement in the fishing industry after the
Civil War changed all that, by relieving vessel owners of the onerous neces-
sity of sharing profits with their employees, the fishermen, and treating
them as co-investors in a cooperative venture. The quasi-socialist concept of
the worker as sharesman began to be replaced by the more common capi-
talist notion of the worker as wage earner. The erosion of the democratic
tendencies inherent in the share system was, nevertheless, gradual. Tradi-
tion dies hard, and the fisheries were a tradition-bound industry.

The share format survived longest in those places most closely identified
with the mackerel fishery and the emerging fresh fisheries. The reason for
this is not entirely clear but was probably related to the higher profit margins

*The gross stock of a vessel was normally several imes the cost of the outfit, so that the
modest savings the men realized by paying for only half of the great general was more than off-
set by their lost percentage of the net profit. Occasionally they benefitted from the parernalis-
tic custom at some ports whereby the merchant-owner incorporated the small-general charge
in the great general or deducted it from his half-share. However, this gain too was often offset
by the owner’s taking the crew’s share of the bounty allowance as compensation. (Sources: An-
derson Report, t; Kellogg, 61, U.S.AppCG, 34th Cong., 3rd Sess. [1857], 219; NA, RBC [RG 36],
CDR, Penobscot District Fishing Articles of Agreement: articles for schooner Olive of Castine,
2 Mav 1854, and schooners Anne and Andover of Deer Isle, 21 April 1846 and 22 April 1848.)

- phasing out of more fractional forms of share fishing appears to have been related to
we concurrent decline of broad-based ownership. In Massachusetts, communities fitting out
their vessels at the quarters or fifths tended to be those in which working crewmen were part
owners. Cape Cod’s outports fell into this category. Conversely, fishing ports devoted to the
half system were more typically those where crew members had a limited economic involve-
ment in the vessels on which they sailed, such as Gloucester. (Source: Morison, Maritime His-
tory of Massachusetts, 309—10.)
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in those branches of the industry. Vessels engaged in the mackerel halibut
and haddock fisheries at Gloucester, for example, normally produce’d highcr’
f1ct stocks than those working the cod banks, resulting in relatively higher
incomes for both owners and crews.%? Therefore, there was less pressure on
mcr.chants engaged in these fisheries to alter the prevailing way of doing
bl'lSlnCSS $0 as to increase their own portion of the returns, something at-
tainable only through a conversion to wage payments.

At any rate, mackerel catchers and fresh-market fishermen continued on
the share system until at least the 1880s. In the New England mackerel fleet
fishing at the halves was the general rule, and it was followed at Glouceste;
and Wellfleet, Massachusetts, as well as Portland, Boothbay, Swan’s Island
and North Haven in the state of Maine. The half-lay was a,lso used in thc’
fresh-halibut fishery, a Gloucester specialty. 199 Perhaps the most stubborn
.survival of the share system was in the winter fresh-haddock fishery, pursued
in the 1880s by several New England ports, among them Boston )Glouccs-
ter, and Portland. Haddock fishermen not only fished at the q’uartcrs or
fifths in the ancient manner but (with the exception of Boston Crews) pro-
vided their own dories, a rarity in the age of trawling.10! ’

In the various salt-cod fisheries, remnants of the profit-sharing system
also lingered well into the last decades of the nineteenth century. For years
Gloucester retained a variant of the half-lay in which crewmen shared one-
half of the net proceeds but often divided it equally among themselves
.rathcr than proportionally according to each man’s catch, as required by lav&:
in earlier times.192 A number of Maine cod-fishing ports also clung to the
half system. Tt remained in vogue at Castine in 1870, though in modified
form, and survived at Southport as late as 1886. In addition, the minority of
cod bankers belonging to the mackerel-fishing ports of Boothbay and Port-
land continued to work on half-shares throughout the 1870s,103

The above exceptions notwithstanding, share fishing rapidly became a
thing of the past after 1866. This was particularly true for the bank-cod fish-
ery, which remained for some time the primary occupation among both
Ma}nc and Massachusetts vessels despite the increased attraction of alter-
native employments.* Within a few years after the repeal of the federal
bounty regulations governing work contracts, fundamental changes in the

'Whilc the share system largely disappeared from the cod-fishing ports of New England
during the late nineteenth century, it survived more or less intact in the Maritime Provincgc:n £
Cana.da.'Fishing at the halves—called “on the half-line” by Canadians—remained stand c'd
practice in Nova Scotia from the 1840s to the 1930s. (Sources: Perley Reporss, 248, NS/;"
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traditional method of compensation had become readily apparent to long-
time observers of the industry.!%* To some, this was a decidedly adverse de-
velopment. Nicolas Gilman, a leading advocate of profit sharing, detected
a growing reduction in upward mobility among fishermen, particularly as
expressed through vessel ownership. Looking back in 1896, he observed,
“Where the wage system has been introduced into the fisheries, as it has
been to a considerable extent within the last thirty years, its effects have
been distinctly unfavorable.” %5 Nevertheless, its adoption in the postwar
era was both swift and widespread.

In Massachusetts, Newburyport was among the first to go over to the
wage system, and the new format was well established there by the middle
1870s.1% Toward the end of that decade, Provincetown, Plymouth, and
Beverly owners were likewise hiring their crews by the trip or by the month,
and even at Gloucester, which was notable for maintaining profit-sharing
arrangements, a significant portion of the crewmen engaged in the Grand
Banks cod and Greenland salt-halibut fisheries were being paid monthly
wages in the 1870s.197 Maine converted to the wage system with less una-
nimity but with equal dispatch. Soon after the removal of federal restric-
tions, the cod fishermen of Bucksport, Orland, and Lamoine, the centers
of the eastern postwar banks fishery, were uniformly working for seasonal
wages, and by 1880 a majority of the state’s Grand Banks vessels, like those
of Massachusetts, were no longer fishing on shares.1%8 The wage system also
appeared in the smaller fishing fleets of southern New England. Nearly half
of the crewmen employed in Connecticut’s cod fishery, for example, were
paid by the month in 1877.19°

There were essentially two reasons for the changeover to a wage system

in the cod fisheries, one related to technological developments in the in-
dustry and the other to simple acquisitiveness on the part of the merchant-
owners, who constituted the preponderant vessel-ownership bloc in the
post—Civil War era. To begin with, the triumph of trawling and the adop-
tion of dories were antithetical to the practice of traditional share fishing. In
its purest form, the share system imposed certain responsibilities on the fish-
ermen that wage earning did not. The sharesman was expected, for instance,
to provide his own fishing gear as part of the arrangement, fishing “on his
own hook,” as the phrase went.!1? Technological change introduced cost
factors that made this difficult, if not impossible, in many cases. Individual
fishermen could theoretically provide their own dories and tubs of trawl,
and occasionally they did, but the expense was prohibitive for most poten-
tial crew members, who possessed little or no ready capital. Old-fashioned
share fishing, therefore, became increasingly impractical as more and more
owners converted to the New Technology.
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The upshot was that at most places the vessel owner gradually assumed
the responsibility of supplying the necessary fishing equipment, absorbing
all or most of the cost of the so-called small general himself or transferring
portions of it to the vessel’s common overhead expenses. When dories were
introduced at Castine, for example, their cost was factored into the great
general, while at Boston and Portland they were directly provided by the
owner.!'! At Gloucester, where trawling was the rule, all of a cod-fishing
schooner’s working necessities were paid for by the merchant.!'? The con-
cept of the sharesman as co-investor in the fishing enterprise was thus un-
dermined, and this blurring of formerly distinct lines of responsibility had
broad ramifications. Once the men had been relieved of the traditional
burden of providing their own tools of trade, the vessel owners naturally felt
less duty-bound to honor their part of the fishing compact, namely the
maintenance of a profit-sharing mode of payment. It was they, after all,
who were increasingly the sole providers of investment capital, and the tran-
sition to wages could be seen, from their viewpoint, as totally justifiable. It
lacked only legal authorization, which came in due course. The awkward
fact that the owners themselves had initially upset the ancient joint-stock
system by instituting the expensive New Technology in the first place was
easily forgotten or rationalized.

Technological change thus provided a convenient and plausible justifica-
tion for the abandonment of profit sharing, but the primary motivation was
far more fundamental. Under a wage system, the owners quite simply had
the potential to greatly increase their percentage of the profits from any
given voyage. The crew’s share was set, while the owner’s remained on a
sliding scale, increasing with the success of the enterprise. There was some
security for the men in fishing for wages, of course. They were guaranteed
at least something from the trip, regardless of the catch. Gone were the
days when (as happened to the crew of one Marblehead banker in 1861) a
schooner could return home with almost no fish, leaving the sharesmen
with only their small bounty allowance as a reward for several months of
hard but fruitless labor.!!3

The existence of an economic safety net in the form of a guaranteed
wage was indeed comforting, especially after the elimination of subsidies,
but, ironically, it proved less and less necessary. So-called broken voyages
were the rare exception, not the rule, after the Civil War. Improvements in
vessels and equipment, refined fishing techniques, and expanded knowl-
edge of the cod grounds reduced the likelihood of total failure. Trawling
and dory fishing, in particular, increased the catch and made it more pre-
dictable. Trawls, for example, permitted the taking of spawning mother fish
that spurned moving hand-lines but were attracted by stationary setlines.
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Thus, the reproductive cycle no longer worked to frustrate fishermen.!** In
the early cod fishery, it was not unusual for luckless banks fishermen to sail
home with half-fares, or less. A more frequent occurrence in later years was
for dorymen to participate in record catches, the value of which they could
not share in because of their status as hired hands.!!5 When the wage system
went into effect, then, the fisherman involuntarily surrendered the possibil-
ity, or even probability, of an increased income for the certainty of a mini-
mum wage.

There is no doubt where the owners stood on the question of compen-
sation. In the mackerel fishery, which did not fall under the labor restric-
tions of the bounty law, random payment of monthly wages appeared as
carly as the 1830s.11¢ By the 1850s it was the chief modus operandi at some
mackerel ports, despite the overall predominance of the share system. “In
those years,” recalled a schooner captain familiar with Newburyport’s Gulf
of St. Lawrence fleet, “generally in fitting out vessels, four men were hired
to take a risk with the owners, and the balance of the crew were hired by the
month. If they had fourteen men, they shipped eight.” 17

The antebellum cod fishery, too, witnessed the periodic use of wage
payments by owners who were willing to circumvent the loosely enforced
bounty rules. A Canadian reporting on the Gulf of St. Lawrence fishery in
1851 noted that although wages were expressly forbidden under the Ameri-
can subsidy, “this regulation is constantly set at nought or evaded, monthly
wages being paid by a large proportion of the vessels.” 118 The illicit practice
appeared occasionally in the offshore banks fisheries as well. Years after the
bounty law had been crased from the books, Nathaniel Atwood, a retired
Provincetown fish merchant, admitted having paid the entire crew of his
Grand Banker monthly wages for one voyage in 1836. Atwood and his
brother, co-owners, outfitted at their own expense and cleared $920 in net
profit, roughly double what they would have realized share fishing at the
quarters. Their crew of five hired hands received no more than $50 each for
the three-month cruise, about half what they could have made as shares-
men. Three years later, the Atwoods went to the banks again, shipping one
sharesman and what was described as “a cheap crew.”?!® The desire to mini-
mize crew cxpenses and maximize profits was permitted fuller, less surrepti-
tious expression once the bounty no longer applied. Aboard Gloucester and
Provincetown dory trawlers fishing for cod on the Grand Banks around 1880,
it was said to be standard practice to employ numbers of “young men trained
up in the shore fisheries of the British Provinces and Maine, who have not yet
learned the routine of the vessel, and who can be hired at a low price.” 2

In contrast to the owners, the crewmen by and large preferred to go
fishing on shares whenever they had the opportunity. “I have heard the
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[American] fishermen say that they would sooner go on shares than on
wages . . . because they could make more,” a Canadian fisherman told
members of the Halifax Commission in 1877.12! There was good reason for
such an attitude. Four mackerel fishermen working on shares aboard the
schooner Ellen of Newburyport in 1854 averaged $140 for a fourteen-week
trip to the Gulf of St. Lawrence, while several hired hands paid in monthly
wages— Newburyport vessels carried mixed crews of sharesmen and wage
carners—earned an average of only $88 for the voyage.'?2 Similar disparities
appeared elsewhere. Maximum seasonal wages paid to Grand Banks cod
fishermen in the post-Civil War period ranged from $150 at Bucksport to
$190 at Provincetown—not much more than Labrador cod fishermen from
Boothbay had earned a half-century earlier working at the halves.!23 By way
of comparison,- sharesmen aboard the highliners of Gloucester’s Grand
Banks fleet were able to average from $250 to $325 for a season’s labor dur-
ing some postwar years, or close to double what their wage-earning con-
temporaries were paid.}2*

The obvious superiority of the wage system from the owner’s economic
standpoint raises the question of why it was not imposed universally in the
fisheries. Evidence on this subject is scanty, but several factors appear to have
come into play. One, the profitability of most of the fisheries in which profit
sharing was retained, has already been mentioned. Another was almost cer-
tainly the increased prevalence of winter fishing during the latter half of the
nineteenth century at such places as Gloucester, Boston, and (to a lesser de-
gree) Portland.12*> The winter fisheries, which came to be concentrated at
ports where share systems remained intact, involved greater-than-normal
hardship and danger, and may therefore have necessitated the added attrac-
tion of shares as an inducement to fishermen. A third, and conceivably the
most important, reason for the survival of profit sharing was probably the
general attitude of the fishermen themselves. It was in their interest to resist
the wage system, and they undoubtedly did so where feasible.

Ordinary working crewmen had few cards to play against the owners,
but they possessed one trump, the threat of unionization. Labor unions,
or “societies,” for fishermen were proposed and discussed as early as the
1830s.'26 They were rarely formed but were always a possibility, especially in
the volatile atmosphere of worker unrest that permeated the post—Civil War
years. It is perhaps no accident that Gloucester, one of the few Massachu-
setts ports to retain vestiges of share fishing, had an active local chapter of
the Knights of Labor during the 1880s.12” The presence of this “Deep Sea
Assembly” may well have motivated Gloucester’s merchants to maintain
some semblance of a share system, in order to discourage organizing activ-
ity aboard their schooners.
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Whatever the roadblocks raised before the wage system, there was no
way to fully halt its inexorable progress. From the perspective of the own-
ers, capitalist logic demanded its adoption. Furthermore, if native American
fishermen refused to work for wages, there were others who were more
than willing to do so. In most cases, this meant Canadians from the Mari-
time Provinces, who became a major presence in the New England fisheries
in part because of their willingness to work for low pay.

Canadian fishermen gained employment aboard American schooners in
basically three ways. The most obvious means, and one chosen by many,
was to emigrate to the United States, settle in one of the fishing ports, and
become naturalized citizens. More common were the twin options of mi-
grating temporarily to Maine or Massachusetts for the duration of a fishing
season, or of signing on New England vessels that visited Canadian ports
for the express purpose of hiring crews. For decades, these two avenues had
been partially closed by fishing treaties limiting American access to provin-
cial ports (1819-1854 and 1866-1872),!28 as well as by an amendment to the
federal bounty law, enacted in 1817, which stipulated that the master and
three-fourths of the crew of any cod-fishing vessel collecting a subsidy had
to be United States citizens.!?* However, bounty restrictions on foreign
fishermen were eliminated (along with wage regulations) when the subsidy
law was repealed in 1866, and diplomatic barriers were lifted in 1873 by the
Treaty of Washington, which gave the Yankee fleet full visitation rights in
Maritime ports for the purpose of (among other things) shipping crews.
The British-American fisheries agreement of 1888 further guaranteed those
rights for the balance of the nineteenth century.130

These political and diplomatic initiatives opened the door to unlimited
Canadian participation in the American fishing industry and made a greatly
expanded pool of cheap labor available to New England’s fish merchants,
most of it transient in nature. Of the Prince Edward Island component
it was said, “A great many come home for the winter and go back to
the States in the spring.” 3! Such nonresident Canadians were especially val-
ued because, unlike the “whitewashed Yankees” who took up permanent
citizenship, they did not become part of the share-oriented and poten-
tially troublesome native work force. Nova Scotians and other Maritimers
who shipped aboard American cod-fishing schooners on a temporary basis
worked exclusively for wages.!32 Moreover, the wide differential between
Canadian and American wage scales meant that they expected, and were
satisfied with, less money than their Yankee counterparts. “The Americans
ship a good many men down at our place now,” reported a Port Hawkes-
bury, Nova Scotia, merchant in 1877. “Of course, the latter can be obtained
at lower rates than is the case with men in the States, and these men take
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[their own] outfittings to an extent.” 133 During the 1870s and 1880s, crew-
men in the Maritimes normally earned less than half what American crew-
men were paid for a fishing trip, a circumstance that led Portland’s Eastern
Argus 1o protest the shipping of crews in Nova Scotia as being “not in
the interest of fishermen, but of the owners of fishing vessels.” 13* In 1877
sixteen to twenty dollars was an average monthly wage for fishermen in
Canada’s Gaspé region, while New England vessel fishermen made twenty-
five to fifty dollars per month, depending on their experience.!35 By the late
1870s the obvious economic advantage of hiring Canadians had become
abundantly clear to the vessel owners of Maine and Massachusetts, and the
new ease with which their services could be obtained had increased their
presence in the American fleet to an unprecedented extent. One observer
placed the number of provincial citizens serving aboard New England schoo-
ners each year at over two thousand. Others variously estimated the non-
native component at between one-third and two-thirds of the region’s total
fishing work force .13

Besides stopping at Maritime ports on the way to the fishing grounds or
signing on random migrants who turned up each spring at New England
fishing ports, there was one other way to obtain an inexpensive crew. The
relative cheapness of Canadian labor led for a time to the much-criticized
practice by American fish merchants of hiring whole crews in the Maritimes
on an advance-contract basis. The mass importation of alien wage earners
for periods of up to twelve months, under what was essentially a form of in-
dentured servitude, was made possible by the Contract Labor Law of 1864,
which remained in effect until 1885.137 It is not known how many contract
fishermen were brought into New England during the intervening years, or
precisely where they were all employed. It is known, however, that signifi-
cant numbers were transported to the port of Gloucester in the 1880s, in-
cluding some who arrived after the practice was outlawed. It was not until
1888, three years after the legal prohibition of foreign contract labor, that
the ban was actually enforced for the first time in the fishing industry by
customs officials at Gloucester. Commenting on that enforcement, The Re-
public, alocal publication, offered the following appraisal of the motives be-
hind the contract system:

The action of the customs house authorities in this city in preventing the land-
ing at this port of some Nova Scotian fishermen who came here under con-
tracts, stipulating, of course, that they should work for lower wages than Amer-
ican fishermen demand for services, similar to those they were to perform, is
highly commendable and in keeping with the law which forbids the importa-
tion of alien contract labor into this country. . . . The return of these Nova
Scotia fishermen also illustrates how little sincerity there is in the regard which
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capitalists profess to have for American labor. . . . The fish monopolists of
Cape Ann have been caught in the act of bringing cheap . . . labor here to the
injury of American fishermen, for whose welfare, however, they never weary of
professing the greatest solicitude.!38

The rapid influx of Canadian fishermen after 1870, by whatever means,
had two major effects on the New England fishing industry. First, it rein-
forced the wage system in the cod fisheries—and kept wages low—Dby pro-
viding an alternative labor force willing to work on that basis. Second, it
forced native fishermen unwilling to submit to wages to abandon cod fish-
ing for more lucrative opportunities clsewhere. Most migrant Canadian
fishermen of the post—Civil War period, it is clear, took employment on cod
bankers, replacing recalcitrant or reluctant American fishermen. According
to a Bangor, Maine, newspaper, the large numbers of Nova Scotians and
Prince Edward Islanders who passed through that city in the spring of 1885
bound for the coastal fishing ports shipped principally on Grand Banks ves-
sels.139 Statistics tend to bear out that subjective observation. In 1889 a ma-
jority of the Canadians serving in the Massachusetts vessel fisheries, and
nearly two-thirds of those in Maine’s vessel fleet, were aboard cod-fishing
schooners working the major offshore banks east of Cape Sable. Less than
one-quarter of the combined Canadian work force of both states was in the
mackere! fishery, and an even smaller proportion was engaged in the various
fresh-market fisheries.'*

The opposite side of the coin was that the share-oriented mackerel fish-
ery, which had absorbed most transient Canadians before the Civil War (a
reflection of the labor-restrictive cod-bounty law then in force), employed
more native American crewmen than any other fishery by 1880. Most of
Maine’s own mackerel schooners were entirely crewed by native-born fish-
ermen at that time.!#! This contrasted sharply with one of the state’s con-
temporary Grand Banks cod-fishing ports, Bucksport, where wages pre-
vailed and where several skippers and a large portion of the crews were

“Provincials.” 142

The Making of a Maritime Proletariat

Although there is no doubt that share fishermen for the most part earned
higher incomes than those paid in wages, their economic life was by no
means casy. Despite changes in the industry that made fishing more pre-
dictable, working on shares remained at bottom a game of chance. This was
especially true of the mackerel fishery, where vessels could still experience
“broken” voyages, even in the technologically advanced post—~Civil War pe-
riod. In good years, of course, mackereling was the fisherman’s most remu-
nerative occupation. It paid better than any other fishery on a per-trip or
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seasonal basis in 1880.'** Still, the spectre of failure was always present.
“That there are very many families in this town who have no money where-
with to support life [during] the coming winter, on account of the poor re-
turns of the mackerel season, is . . . a fact that stares us in the face in these
dull and cheerless days of November,” reported Gloucester’s Cape Ann Ad-
vertiser in 1867.14* The same sort of tragedy struck the mackerel fleet of
Portland in 1886, the city’s worst fishing year in half a century. In the words
of one out-of-town newspaper:

The season has been one of the most discouraging ever known. The total
amount of mackerel packed at Portland this year was only 12,000 bbls. against
80,000 bbls. in 1885 and 155,000 in 1884. . . . Out of some fifty vessels which
fitted out there this season only about half a dozen have realized a profit. . . .
Very few of the fishermen have made any money, and this . . . will make it par-
ticularly hard for this class of the community the coming winter.145

Such years were experienced just often enough to keep Portland’s share
fishermen teetering on the thin edge of economic survival, if not perpetu-
ally in debt. In 1876 the cook aboard the mackerel schooner Alice M. Gould,
the only crew member to earn monthly wages, made $200 from two un-
productive voyages to the Gulf of St. Lawrence. His shipmates, who were
sharesmen, made no money at all and came home in arrears from four
months’ fishing.!*6 Unless they had reserve savings to fall back on, these
men became instantly susceptible to the chronic malaise of indebtedness.

Indebtedness appeared everywhere in the industry, and it oppressed
wage carners and sharesmen alike. Even a reasonably successful season was
no guarantee against it. In the late 1870s, the average total income for fisher-
men employed ten months out of the year ar Gloucester was no more than
$300, about half the annual wage of local dock workers.!4? Experienced and
skilled hands, working year-round at Gloucester and following the winter as
well as summer fisheries, could increase that to $500 during exceptional
years, but those in the Maine ports, where winter fishing was rare, were
lucky to clear half as much.'*8 From 1873 to 1876 vessel crewmen at Portland
averaged just $239 a year for seven months’ work. That came to $34 per
month during the fishing season, or barely a third of the typical monthly
wiage earned at that time by the city’s skilled manual laborers, who enjoyed
the added advantage of full-time employment.!4® “The earnings of the
fishermen are very small for a family to live on in Gloucester, as everywhere
else,” acknowledged one of that city’s fish merchants in 1877.150 “They
make just about enough to live through the winter and start even next
spring,” a Noank, Connecticut, fisherman said the same year, referring to
his contemporaries.!s!
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The inability to put aside savings was a particular problem. An Eastport,
Maine, fish buyer of the postwar period testified before the Halifax Com-
mission that he had never known a fisherman able to save money.152 That
assessment was upheld by a working crewman, who told Maine state inves-
tigators in 1887, “I don’t know of any one who did not own part or whole
of [a] vessel, to lay up any amount of money.”!53 Joseph Proctor, a leading
Gloucester merchant, admitted that upward mobility through savings and
investment was achieved by only about one fisherman out of a hundred,
and even then advancement was limited to captains, who received a skipper’s
bonus from the owner and thus became “double sharesmen.” Those not
chosen as vessel masters, he pointed out, seldom rose above their class.!5*

Fishermen, of course, had always been poor. In 1850, those working in
Maine ranked near the bottom of the socioeconomic scale according to
such measures as real-estate ownership and property valuation, and their
level of poverty was equalled or exceeded only by merchant seamen, stone-
cutters, and common laborers.155 Had even that unenviable status been
maintained, life would have been sufficiently hard. If anything, however, the
economic situation of fishermen deteriorated further in the years following
the Civil War. Between 1860 and 1870 the percentage of full-time fishermen
reporting no real or personal assets whatever actually increased at eleven of
twelve representative seaports. By the latter year a clear majority of the in-
dustry workers in these towns were without measurable assets, up consider-
ably from a decade earlier.!®¢

Such individuals eked out an existence that was quite literally from hand
to mouth. Those fortunate enough to own homes were often forced to
mortgage them, and it was quite common for the families of two married
Maine fishermen to pool their meagre resources by living together in a
single, small house.!57 At Portland, around 1880, most local fishermen made
their homes not in the city itself but on the desolate harbor islands, where
the lower cost of living was within their limited means.!>® Perhaps the most
graphic commentary on the condition of Maine’s postwar fishing popula-
tion was R. E. Earll’s vivid description of Portland’s handcart fish peddlers,
most of whom were retired vessel crewmen fallen on hard times. “This
class,” he wrote in 1880, “is made up largely of aged fishermen who have
worn themselves out in their open boats, and are now satisfied with the
small amount of money that can be made in that way.” 159

The increasing impoverishment of fishermen resulted from several factors.
The growth of the wage system and the importation of cheap Canadian labor
both tended to depress income levels. Equally damaging was the elimina-
tion of the fishing bounty. The bounty repeal hurt independent vessel own-
ers, but it devastated ordinary crewmen. In terms of basic compensation,
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fishermen employed on shares had kept pace with the general upward trend
of wages during the 1860s and 1870s, increasing their earnings by roughly
the same percentage as had the working population of the United States as
a whole. Annual wages for all American workers rose by an average of
approximately 60 percent between the immediate prewar period (circa
1850-1860) and the decade of the 1870s.!% Similarly, the $239 average wage
earned by Portland’s vessel fishermen in the 1870s was just about 60 percent
higher than the $150 average annual wage prevailing throughout the New
England fisheries during the 1850s.!%' The comparison is deceptive, how-
ever, because it does not take into account the loss of the federal s1’1bsidy.
The bounty allowance, which averaged close to $20 per year, swelled the typ-
ical antebellum fisherman’s income from $150 to $170.192 In real income

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

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

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

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

tioned in his district in 1857:

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

C HAPTER 8

The Hard and Dangerous Life

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

Perils and Hazards

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