Mackerel Seiners

In the 1870's and 1880's twanasted mackerel seiners gave a great impetus to fishing on North
Haven where they were the mainstay of the fishing industry. The vessels carried crews of 14 or
15 men going south in the Spring and north in the Summer. Most of the fish were salted down
on board and taken to Portland for sale. In the last decades of the 19th century, more than 19
seiners sailed from North Haven, a number of them from Pulpit Harbor. Roscoe Babbidge of
Pulpit Harbor, owned the Eben Dale Sanford Cooper, also of Pulpit Harbor, owned a seiner. In
total, nine seiners were owned by Pulpit Harbor men. A number of other seiners sailed from
Pulpit Harbor, enough so that disputes sometimes arose concerning anchorage.

Several of the Pulpit Harbor stores outfitted the boats and supplied provisions for them.
The cooperds shop near the harbor was an ir
thousands of casks to fishing vessels. On board, the barrels were carried in a "knocked down"
condition and put together as needed by a cooper who sailed on every ship. Over 100 men on
the island were engaged in mackerel fishing and many of Pulpit Harbor's residents owned a
share in a vessel. In addition, knitting nets for all aspects of the fishing economy, was a part of
the life of nearly every family of North Haven. Many islanders including a number of women
and girls (some as young as eight and nine years of age) also worked seasonably at processing
plants on the Thoroughfare. When the fishing industry "crashed" about 1890, many families
were impoverished.

The Rockland Opinion reported that, on N
eight months had not even wet their seine 1
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THE MACKEREL PURSE-SEINE FISHERY.

Schooner with mackerel pocket, or spiller, shipped at sea. (Sect. v, vol. i, p. 265.)
Drawing Ly H. W. Elliott and Capt. J. W. Collins.

NOAA National Marine Fisheries Service

A good crew could make up to ten purse “sets” a day.




So far this account is largely based on tradition and conjecture
or seen dimly through the "mists of antiquity." Now we come to some
facts and it is these facts that I am anxious to preserve lest they, too,
be lost in the mists, They concern the vessels owned and sailed out of
North Haven eighty or so years ago. The facts come from the only person
who could possibly have given them so many years later, namely Zenas
Burgess, a man of such sweetness, simplicity and charm that anything he
sald had a certain magical touch that cannot unfortunately be transmitted
by the written word. It all came about in this wise.

I had acquired a List of U. S. Merchant Vessels of the Year 1890,
and one cold, rainy day in May, 1958, I went through the book marking all
wie vessels hailing from North Haven. Armed with a list of these I called
on.Zene, then in his 93rd year, and told him what I had done. His eyes
1iv up, as they did so easily. “Wait a minute," he said, and then started
to reel off the names. Details followed, coupled with anecdotes, events
as fresh in his mind as though they had occurred yesterday. :

Zene started going in seiners at the age of seventeen (1882) and
went every summer for about eight years, serving in the following vessels:

Alice Fox, Cora E. Smith, Lottie E. Hopkins, ° Amy Wixon and Maud S.

Vessels carried crews of fourteen or fifteen men, towed one séine-boat

and carried one or two dories on deck. They went south in the Spring off
the Virginia and Delaware Capes, and followed the mackerel north in the
sunzer as far as Bay Chaleur in the Gulf of St. Lawrence. Sometimes they
would bring fresh fish from southern waters into New York, but mostly they
were salted down on board and taken to Portland for sale, landed and packed
. 200 1bs, to a barrel, The crews were not limited to local boys but might
be filled in from other islands and places along the coast.

"One of the buyers always wore a tall beaver hat and carried a gold-
headed cane. One time Fletcher Eaton, Ike Merrick and I had been up town,
Fletcher pretty full of rum but had his words. There was an old boat
hauled up on the wharf, seams open to the daylight, and Fletcher climbed
aboard into the cuddy for a nap. 01d feller with the beaver hat kind of .
curious to know what Ike and I were peeping at through the seams. He looked
through and saw Fletcher who still had his words: 'How d'y do, Mister, won't '
you coue aboard? v '

"Did I ever tell ye of the time Henry Duncan prayed for the

widow Luni? Well, we were laying in Lunt's Harbor, Long Island, over a

. Sunday. Not much to do, so Henry Duncan, Henry Fletcher and I thought we'd
go %o meeting up to the town. They had a preacher there, don't know
whether he was a regular preacher or not, but he talked real goods After
meetling we walked back with the widow Lunt who lived over on the westerly
sicde of the harbor where the vessel was laying, and during the walk Henry
Duncun made out to be real relizious, to such an extent that the widow Lunt
agkcd him to pray for her. She didn't scem to have nothing much, only a
few s.cep, so Henry started in %o bless the sheep, praying that some would °
have uwins, some triplets, and that kind of thing., I don't remember his

Charles K. Cobb:North Haven Mackeral Seiners and Other Vessels
1880-1890

Written in 1963, this paper has provided NHHS with a ton of wonderful detail!

Cobb was able to interview Zenas Burgess who was 93 at the time.




The bulk of thelowergr ade fi sh were shipped abroad a
Indies, and salt mackerel remains an important fish to this day in areas such as Jamaica.






