REPORT UPON THE INQUIRY RESPECTING FOOD-FISHES AND
THE FISHING-GROUNDS.

By Ricuanrbp RATHBUN, Assistant in charge.

NORTH PACIFIC OCEAN AND BERING SEA.

The principal investigations conducted under this division during
the past year have related to the fur scal in the North Pacific Ocean
and Bering Sea, the oyster-grounds and other fishery matters along the
‘Atlantic seacoast, and the requirements for fish-culture in the Rocky
Mountain region and the Gulf States.

The steamer Albatross has been much more actively employed than
during any previous year, if the amount of work accomplished be
measured by the time spent at sea and the total distance sailed, but
only a very short period was given specially to that class of fishery
inquiries with which this ship has hitherto been chiefly occupied.
Early in the fall a brief reconnaissance was made of the Strait of Juan
de Fuca, which served to make known its principal resources, and to
point out the difficnlties which must be encountered in prosecuting
extensive fisheries in that deep arm of the sea. During the balance of
the year, however, fishing and dredging trials were only incidental
features of the work. Trom September 18, 1891, until March 12, 1892,
the Albatross was engaged, under the divection of the Sceretary of the
Navy, in running two lines of deep-sea soundings between the coast of
California and the Hawaiian Islands, with the object of determining
if a practicable route exists across that part of the Pacific Ocean for
the laying of a telegraphic cable, a task which was successfully accom-
plished, notwithstanding the nnfavorable season chosen for that pur-
pose and the inclement weather met with during most of the cruise.

Aside from this purely hydrographic survey and the short stay made
in the Strait of Juan de Fuca, the opervations of the Albatross have
related exclusively to the {ur-seal inquiries in conneetion with the prep-
aration of tho Bering Sea case for the proposed tribunal of arbitra-
tion at Paris. During the swinmer of 1891, this ship acted simply as a
transport for the Bering Sea commissioners, Dr. Mendenhall and Dr.
Merriam, conveying them to and from the Pribilof Islands, but on
March 15, 1892, she entered divectly into the investigations which were
then begun to settle some of the main points in controversy respecting
the habits of the fur seals and the eflects of pelagic sealing.
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The habits of these animals during the period of their residence on
the Pribilof Islands have been studied with considerable care, and upon
the knowledge thus obtained has been based a judicious system of
regulations, not entirely perfect, perhaps, but which, if properly carried
out, could not fail to insure thie perpetuation of the herd. Whatever
abuses may have been practiced on those islands. they could have
produced little or no effect upon the main or breeding parts of the
rookeries, as the supply of skins was drawn entirely from the so-called
hauling-grounds, which are occupied solely by the bachelors or non-
breeding males. The wmarked decrease on the breeding-grounds, begin.
ning only a few years ago, was evidently duc to some influence tfrom
without, and its cause was not difficult to discover. An interference
of this character with the seal fishery had never been anticipated by
the Government of the United States, and no steps had been taken,
therefore, to investigate the conditions associated with the movements
of this highly-prized speecies during its long wanderings in ‘the open
sea. Whether the possession of such information would have helped to
avert the injury which is now being doue or not, it would at least have
greatly strengthened this Government in its efforts to obfain a just
recognition of its claims, and it is therefore greatly to be deplored
that the work was left until its urgency was demonstrated by force of
circumstances.

In view of the material inferests involved, a somewhat heated con-
troversy could not be avoided between the two countrics whose sub-
jects claimed protection in what they regarded, on each side, as their
respective rights. On the one side there was a long-established indus-
try, whose continuity need not be broken except by unwise administra-
tion, while on the other there was a young and enterprising fishery,
gaining strength every season, and bound eventually not only to sap its
own resources, but to destroy the rookeries as well, This was practi-
cally the status of the fur-seal question when arbitration was suggested
and agreed upon, a modus vivendi prohibiting pelagic sealing in Bering
Sea being arranged for at the sametime. It wasnow too late to begina
systematic and thorough study of the entire subject, which, under suit-
able couditions, would hava been productive of much more satisfactory
and convincing results, and provision was made for investigating only
the more salient features of thoe problem, on which there was a wide
diversity of opinion between the British and American representatives.

Three vessels were assigned to this duty, the Fish Commission
steamer Albatross and the revenue steamers Corwcin and Bear. The
cruising-ground of the Albatross, up to the close of the fiscal year,
“was mainly off the southern side of the Alaska Peninsula and along
the Aleutian chain, from Prince William Sound, in the east, to Attu
Island and to the Commander Islands, off the Siberian coast. The
representations made on the part of Great Britain that the eastern
body of fur seals has other hauling-grounds than the Pribilof Islauds
were digproved, and the entire weight of the evidence obtained tends






