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

(1] 311



312  REPORT OF COMMISSIONER OF FISH AND FISHERIES.  [2]

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
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shack bait, and as they could often be taken in large numbers, it will
readily be understood their presence on the fishing banks often was of
material aid to the fishermen in securing their fares of cod.

In these notes the writer expects to do nothing more than to give, in
an off-hand, ‘and, perhaps, rather disconnected manner, the result of
his study of the habits and methods of capture of these sea birds, which
for many years were his almost daily companions; the chief object be-
ing, of course, to convey some idea of the importanes of several species
as a source of bait supply to our fishermen.

THE GREAT SHEARWATER, (Pufinus major).*

This species, the *“hagdon,” or “hag,” of the fishermen is, perhaps,
one of the most interesting which is to be found ou the outer fishing-
grounds; it is used for bait more than any other bird, and has many
peculiarities essentially its own. It has a wide distribution in the
western Atlantic, and I have myself observed it all the way from lati-
tude 39° 50’ N., longitude 71° 25' W, to north of the Grand Bank in lati-
tude 47°, longitude 50°.f The place of its greatest abundance, however,
is probably fromn near Le Have Bank to, and including, the Grand Bank,
the latter locality seemingly being its favorite resort during the summer
season. There it occurs in remarkable numbers for several months of
the year; indeed, so abundant is the species that, in inany cases, as will
be shown further on, it has become of cousiderable imporiance as a
source of bait supply for the cod-fishermen ou that bank. It appears
on the fishing ground usually in the latter part of May or about the 1st
of June. In a daily journal kept by myself I find the following note,
under date of May 26, 1879: ¢ I saw a hag this morning, the first I have
geen this spring.”f This bird was probably a straggler from the large
flocks, and very likely it reached the fishing-ground sooner than its com-
panions. Three days later, however, on May 29, when in latitude 43°
35’ N., and longitude 59° 47’ W., I saw several large flocks of these
birds, and shot one individual. The birds were at that time sitting on
the water, and had apparently just reached the locality, Their stay on
the Banks continues until about the middle or last of October (occasion-
ally later), when they gather in flocks, sitting around on the water for
a few days before taking their departure. ,

Occasionally, in midsummer, they seem to be scarce, but what the

#It is altogether possible, perhaps probable, that there may be other speoies of
Pufinus which frequent the fishing banks, besides thotwo I have named in these notes.
On soveral occasions I have seen birds of this genus which were much smaller than P.
magor, and which [ then thought were the young of that species, but I now believe
they were n smaller variety. My object, however, is not to define the species, but
simply to give some idea of the habits of tho birds.

tMr. Ridgway tells me that P. major is found as far south as Cape Horn or vi-
tinity.

$ Our position at that time was latitude 43° 10'; longitude 62° 23,
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cause of this scarcity is I am unable to say. Under date of August 1,
1879, I find the following note: **Shot three hags, but they are very
scarce.” I am somewhat inclined to the opinion that they find abund-
ance of squid at that season, and therefore do not come about the ves-
sels so much as when hungry. When or where the hagdon breeds is
unknown to mme. My opinion isthat it breedsin winter. I haveopened
many huodreds of these birds, but have never found their sexual organs
in a condition that would indicate they were incubating.

It may be well, in this connection, to allude to the social babits of the
fiagdon as they bave come under my observation. When the birds
reach their destination in the spring, for a few days after their arrival,
they do not seem to make any special effort for the purpose of securing
food, but pass most of their time sifting in large numbers on the water,
and at this peried it is somewhat difficult to catch them on hook and
line. Occasionally a flock will make a sbort flight and again settle
down, but there appears to be a strong inclination, at this time, to hud-
dle together and keep up the organization which has probably existed
during their migration from distant regions. The same thing in regard
to going in flocks is noticeable in the fall, when they collect for their
autumnal migration from the fishing-banks. At such times they show
the same disinclination to bite at hook aund line that they exhibit when
first arriving on the fishing-grounds, This apparent indifference to food
at such times is all the more remarkable, since only a few days elapse
after the flocks have reached the fishing-grounds in the spring before
they break up; and in alittle while after the arrival of the hagdon it may
be seen skimming the surface of the water on a tireless wing, totally
unmindful of the presence or absence of its companions, unless, indeed,
their appearauce may indicate where food is abundant; in such cases it
loses no time, but rapidly wings its way to join them in the feast. Nor
does it do this from any feeling of sociability, if we may judge from its ac-
tions, but simply to gratify its enormous appetite. Indoing this it fights
and struggles with all other birds, whether of its own kind or of other
species, to gain possession of the finest morsels, uttering, meanwhile, ex-
tremely harsh and discordant notes. When feeding it displays a dash
and pugnacity that is perfectly astonishing. The audacious boldness
with which it will attack saperior strength in the struggle for food, and
the ferocity and reckless bravery it exhibits ou such oceasions cannot
fail to command the attention of all who witness the performance.
Nothing can exceed the activity of the hag or its intrepid recklessness,
if [ may so term it, when in pursuit of food, and, whea very hungry, it
seems to pay almost as little regard to the presence of mun as to the
proximity of other birds.

The tonacity of life exhibited by Puffinus is certainly surprising. It
often happens that after its skull has been crushed between the teeth
of its captors, a hagdon may licseemingly dead for several minutes and
then recover sufficiently to make desperate efforts to escape. In several
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instances which I can recall, hags that were thought to be dead havo
escaped by “flopping” out over the slanting stern of the dory, unnoticed
by the fishermen until it was too late to recover the wounded birds.

The tenacity of life and the remarkable pugnacity of these birds have,
upon many occasions, provoked the fishermen to the cruel sport of tor-
menting them and prolonging their sufferings. Perhaps a dozen or
more hags may be caught, and having been put in a hogshead-tub, or in
a “ gurry-pen,” on the deck of the vessel, the fishermen bring about an
internecine war by stirring them up with a stick. At such times the
birds evidently imagine that their companions are avowed enemies, and,
pitching into their nearest neighbors, a general fight and terrible com-
motion ensue, while the feathers fly in all directions, much to the amuse-
ment of the men. In a short time the birds which were taken from the
water sleek and strong, are utterly worn out in their struggles with one
another, and present a bedraggled, forsaken, and disreputable appear-
ance. The fishermen also sometimes tie two hags by the legs, using a
string about one foot in length, which eunables the birds to swim, but
keeps them-in unpleasant contact, the consequence being that they fight
until one or both suecumb. :

The hagdon is remarkably strong and swift in its flight. Often it
may be seen skimming over the waves, passing from the top of one sea
to another, scarcely moving a muscle; but by trimming its wings, it
.such an expression is allowable, first poised on one wing and then on
the other, it is apparently propelled without an effort on its part, but
simply by the action of the wind beneath. This method of flight, how-
ever, is frequently varied, for when necessary the hagdon can and does
move its wings with great power and considerable rapidity. When in
pursuit of food it plunges suddenly down into the water, striking on its
breast with great violence, and in a manner quite different from that in
which gulls alight. Its method of diving is also different from that of
many other species. It never plunges head first into the water as do
the gannet, kingfisher, and many other piscivorous birds; but it first
alights upon the surface, as just noted, disappearing almost instantly.
It is an active swimmer under water, and when in pursuit of food passes
rapidly from one object to another, provided it caunot eat the first thing
which attractsits attention. When the hagdon finds food agreeable to
its taste, it immediately rises to the surface and hastily swallows the
morsel, if it is not too large. This manner of eating is necessary as a
matter of self-protection, for if the bird delays swallowing its food, it
will soon have to dispute its right of possession with its companions.

It is a common occurrence for a number of these birds to chase & boat
for half an hour or more-at a time, diving like a flash, every few min-
utes, after the bubbles made by the oars, which these winged rangers
seem to imagine some kind of food beneath the surface of the water.
Nor will repeated failures ‘discourage them in making these attewpts.
They will also persistently follow a dory from which & trawl is Leing
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set, and diving in the wake of the boat, after the sinking gear, make
desperate endeavors to tear the bait from the hooks. In these attempts
they are often successfal, much to the chagrin of the fishermen whose
chances for catching fish are thus materially diminished by these daring
robbers.*

The voracity and fearlessness which are thus.so strikingly displayed
by the hagdon offers the fishermen an opportunity to administer what
they consider retributive justice, since the capture of these Lirds is thus
made a comparatively easy task. Formerly, as has been stated, when
shack-fishing was extensively carried on by the Grand Bank codfisher-
men, great numbers of Puffinus were caught for bait with hook and line.
Before proceeding to describe the methods of capture I shall refer to the
food of these birds. From my observations I am of the opinion that the
hag subsists chiefly on squid, which, of coarse, it catches at or near the
surface of the water. I have opened many hundreds of them, and bave
pever, to my recollection, failed to find in their stomachs either portions
of the squid, or, at least, squids’ bills, It may be interesting also to
mention the fact that in the fall of 1875, when the giant Cephalopods, or
“big squid,” were found on the eastern part of the Grand Bank between
the parallels 44° and 45° north latitude, and the meridians of 49° 30/
and 500 30’ west longitude, flocks of hagdons were invariably found feed-
ing on the dead * devil-fish” which were floating on the water. In
nearly all cases these “big squid” were found iu 2 mutilated condi-
tion, usually with their tentacles eaten off almost to their heads, and
the fishermen soon learned to detect their presence by the large flocks
of birds collected about them. The small species of fish which frequent
the waters of the eastern fishing-banks, such as the lant, capelin, etc.,
also furnish Puffinus with a portion of its food. But birds of this species,
as well as most all others found at sea, are excessively fond of oily food,
and especially the livers of the Gadide, cod, hake, etc., and this extreme
fondness for codfish livers, which they swallow with great avidity, ren-
ders their capture possible by the fishermen with hook and line. ‘“ Hag-
fishing,” as it is called, can be carried on either from the side of a
schooner or from dories, though usually better results are obtained by
the men going out in the latter at some distance from the vessel. When
it is desirable to obtain these birds for bait the morning is usually se-
lected to effect their capture, since at that time they are generally more
eager for food than later in the day, when they are frequently gofged
with the offal thrown from the fishing vesscls, or with food obtained
from other sources. .1t is generally the case, therefore, that two men
engaged in bauling a trawl in adory, after having obtained a sufficient
number of cod to supply them with the requisite amount of livers, stop

*My Lrother, Capt. D. E. Collins, tells me that on several occasions he distinetly
recollects that hagdons were canght on trawn-lines bglonging to his veasel, the hooks
having fastened in the beak or throat of the greedy birds, which had swallowed the
bait Lefore they had torn it from the sinking gear.
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hauling their gear and proceed to “toll” up the birds. In order to do
this pieces of liver are thrown out, which immediately entice the ever-
present petrels or Mother Carey chickens that gather in flocks aronnd
the floating morsels and dancing up and down upon the water, tear the
swimming particles into pieces small enough for them to swallow. If
the weather is clear the keen eye of the nearest hagdon quickly detects
this gathering of small birds near the boat, and thither he wends bis way
to scatter the little Mother Carey clhickens right and left by his audacious
aggression, while he swallows, with indescribable eagerness, the pieces
of floating liver, uttering, meanwhile, his harsh and disagreeable note.
Not many minutes elapse before other birds—hagdons, jegers, and other
species, perhaps—may be seen coming from all pointsof the compass,and
in a short time a large flock collect about the boat. If the weather is
thick the programme isslightly varied. The birds are then attracted by
thefishermen imitating their cries, and also, perhaps, by their scenting the
oilyliver floating on the waves. 1am assured by an excellent authority—
Dr, Elliott Cones—tlat all the birds of this family are provided with
very imperfect organs of amell; but, nevertheless, both the hag and the
Mother Carey chicken exhibit some peculiarities which so strongly resem-
ble those of a dog working up a scent that it may not be out of place to
call attention to the subject here, On many occasions, during the preva-
lence of a dense fog, when not a bird of any kind had been seen for
hours, I have thrown out, as an experiment, pieces of liver to ascertain
if any birds could be attracted to the side of the vessel. As the parti-
cles of liver floated away, going slowly astern of the schooner, only a
short time would pass before either a Mother Carey chicken or a bag,
generally the former, could be seen coming up from the leeward out of
the fog, flying backward and forward across the vessel’s wale, seemingly
working up the scent until the floating picces of liver were reached. If
the first bird to arrive should bea Mother Oarey chicken, and the liver too
large for it to attack alone, which was generally the case, the petrel would
at once fly away, andin a few minutes three or four could be seen return-
ing. This suggestsa question as to whether the petrel went to seek as-
gistance or not in order that e might share with his coadjutors the feast
which he could not well obtain unassisted; but should the first one to
appear be a hag he does not seek companionship, but with a greedy
yell he pounces upon the pieces of liver and swallows them with the
voraecity characteristic of the species, and no sooner has he devoured one
morsel than he is off on the wing seeking for more. However, it is gen-
erally the case that a flock of hagdons soon gather. whatever may be
the density of the fog, uniess birds are very rare on the Bauk or, per-
haps, rendered indifferent to food by a receut feast.

Having made this seemingly necessary digression to explain the meth-
ods of “tolling up ” and gathering the flocks of birds about the dory, 1
shall now proceed to describe the modus operandi of their capture.

The two men in a dory, one aft and the other forward, are each pro-



318  REPORT OF COMMISSIONER OF FISH AND FISHERIES (8]

vided with a line 5 or 6 fathoms in length, and a small hook, such as
is ordinarily used for catching mackerel. The bait, consisting of
pieces of codfish liver, is large enough to float the hook as well as to
cover its point. The hooks are baited and thrown out as soon as a flock
of hagdons have collected about the boat, and there also may be, and
generally are, birds of other species. Should there be a large number
of hags, and more especially if they have been without food for a short
time, they display an almost indescribable voracity. In their eager-
ness to obtain the large pieces of liver, which they swallow at a gulp,
a8 they fight among themselves, they do not seem to care whether
a hook is concealed within the bait or not. At such times the birds
may be easily caught, and are rapidly pulled in by the fishermen, who
usually derive much gratification from the sport, not only from the ex-
citement it affords, but also on account of the perspactive profits which .
may result in obtaining a good supply of birds for bait. When a vietim
bas been hooked, and is being pulled towards the boat, it struggles
most energetically to make ity escape by vainly endeavoring to rise in
the air, or by spreading out its feet to hold itself baclk as much as pos-
gible as it is dragged unceremoniously over the water, while its vocifer-
ous companions {ollow after it, attempting to snatch away the piece of
liver with which it has been decoyed. At times a bird may succeed in
disengaging the hook from its beak, but usually the barbed point is well
fasteued and the hag is landed in the boat. A fisherman then places it
under his left arm to prevent its struggles, and grasping the head of
the unfortunate bird with his right hand he crushes its skull with his
teeth, Or he may try to deprive his victim of life by wringing its
neck, striking it on the head with a ‘gob stick,” ete. 'This may con-
tinue until one hundred or perhaps two hundred birds are captured,
but usually not so many. A comparatively short time passes before
sotne of the birds become gorged with the pieces of liver which they have
obtained, and then they exhibit the greatest cunning in eluding capture.
They seem to be fully econscious of the fact that within the liver there
is concealed something which, for their own good, they should avoid.
With a wonderful instinet that almost approaches reason, they cautiously
approach and take hold of the bait with the tips of their bills, and by
flapping their wings, endeavor to tear it to pieces, In this maneuver
the birds are often successful, and as a reward for their enterprise they
gecure a good lunch, which they hasten to devour, as the disappointed
and disgrautled fisherman rebaits his hook with the hope of decoying
some less wary individuals. It frequently happens, however, that a
gkillful ¢ bait stealer” renders abortive all the attempts of the fishermen
to effect its capture, while at the same time it will fight desperately with
its intruding companiony, to keep them away until it has filled itself to
repletion, Having satiated itself until scarcely able to clear the water,
it quietly drifts to leeward at a safe distance from the boat, floating
upon the waves to await the digestion of its food, and apparently to






