XIIL—NOTES ON THE HABITS AND METHODS OF CAPTURE OF
VARIOUS SPECIES OF SEA BIRDS THAT OCCUR ON THE FISH-
ING BANKS OFF THE EASTERN COAST OF NORTH AMERICA,
AND WHICH ARE USED AS BAIT FOR CATCHING CODFISH BY
NEW ENGLAND FISHERMEN.

By Carr. J. W. COLLINS,

INTRODUOTORY NOTE.

For many years after the introduction of trawl-line fishing in New
England birds were extensively used for bait to eke out the supply ob-
tained from other sources, and even prior to the time when trawls came
into use old fishermen say that they caught birds on the banks with
which they baited their hand-lines. Several varieties of birds were ob-
tained for bait, principal among which may be mentioned the hagdons
(Puffinus magor and P. fuliginosus) ; the jegers, of several species ; ful-
mars, gulls, and petrels or Mother Carey chickens.

Birds were used much more extensively before 1875 than they have
- been since, as of late years it has generally been found more profitable
to depend on other sources for a bait supply. They have never been
used for bait in any great numbers, except by trawling schooners on the
Grand Bank, and these vessels were said to be engaged in ¢ shack-
fishing.”

The term “ shack-fishing,” it may be explained, owes its origin to the
kind of material used as bait, the word ¢shack” being applied to refuse
or offal. The vessels procuring fares in this manner were called ¢“shack-
fishermen.” They usually resorted to the Banks in early spring, carry-
ing a limited amount of salt clams, salt squid, or menhaden slivers,
which were intended to be used in commencing the fishing season, and
to eke out any deficiency whieh might occur in the bait supply. The
fishing being well under way, the crews depended upon such bait as
they- could procure on the Banks, such as birds, small halibat, por-
poises, and sometimes codfish ; all of which, together with the contents
of the stomachs of the cod, which often consisted largely of bank clams
and occasionally young squid and capelin, werecalled shack,” or ¢“shack
bait.” .

A fisherman preparing a bird for shack-bait cuts off the feet, tail, and
neck ; then, making & cut across the breast, he strips off the skin and
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throws it overboard. Having removed the skins and viscera (the latter
makes an excellent bait) from as many birds as he has at hand, he
pounds the bodies with the back of a heavy knife or stick, breaking the
bones, or, as he would term it, ¢ mummies them ap.” This beaten and
bruised mass of flesh and bones is then cut up into small pieces of suit-
able gizes to be used as bait. At this point the fisherman is inflaenced
by the number of birds he has on hand. Should the supply be bounti-
ful, he divides the bodies into comparatively large sections, while, on the
other hand, if the birds are scarce, he must exercise the strictest econ-
omy, and subdivides the material into correspondingly small pieces,
large enough only to ‘point the hooks,” while an inferior and less de-
sirable bait may be used on the shanks.

On some parts of the Grand Bank cod are found in great abundance,
and the clams taken from the *“pokes” (stomachs) often furnish a con-
siderable percentage of the requisite amount of bait for the trip. The
roes of the cod, when partially developed, are also used as bait, since
they make a fairly attractive lure, and if properly attached to the hooks
cannot be easily pulled off by the fish., When this bait is used the
“pea” iy cut into strips in such a manner that they may be turned
inside out; the hook is then passed tbrough and through the mem-
brapeous covering in several places, a turn being made around the
ghank each time.

Shack-fishing differs from other styles of Bank fishing ouly in the
method of obtaining bait supplies, A vessel engaged in shack-fishing
remains on the Bank until she has secured her fare, and, as before
stated, depends solely upon getting her bait on the ground instead of—
as is the custom of other vessels—leaving the Bank and running into
the harbors of Newfoundland and Nova Scotia to obtain a ¢ baiting?
‘of herring, capelin, or squid.

The method of shack-fishing has its advantages and disadvantages.
One of the advantages, and a very important one, is that no time is
lost in seeking bait, and the vessel is enabled to prosecute her fishing
on the bank whenever favorable days occur. On the other hand it must
be acknowledged that the kind of bait employed by the shack-fishermen
is comparatively unattractive to the fish, and the supply oftentimes has
of late years been inadequate ; consequently, it has generally been found
more profitable for our bankers to obtain supplies of fresh bait in the
provincial ports. At the present shack-fishing is rarely undertaken.
It may be worthy of mention, however, to state that fine fares of cod
have been obtained by this method as late as 1874-'75, and, indeed,
this mode of capturc bas, since then, sometimes been preterred by the
most experienced fishermen, especiully when cod have been extremely
abundant on the Banks; for when a large school of fish is around a
vessel a fisherman is very reluctant to heave in cable and fill away, even
for a ¢ fresh baiting.”

As birds were counsidered as good or better than any other kind of






