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  This hook is dedicated

  “to the return of the native.”
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  IT WAS THICK OF FOG AND RAINING SIDEWAYS ON THE seaplane dock in Goose Bay, Labrador. Vintage Beavers and Otters rocked against the floats. Vintage anglers shuffled around in their waders and cursed the weather. Teenaged bush pilots huddled up, debating whether to risk the Mealy Mountains or retreat to the Trapper’s Cabin Bar & Grill to ogle off-duty girls from the NATO airbase.

  Only one of the waiting anglers seemed unruffled: a red-faced man with a neat white beard and a boxer’s compact build, leaning quietly against a fuel drum and watching flocks of seagulls dodge a pair of Luftwaffe Phantoms blasting into the fog.

  Somehow he looked familiar, and finally I ambled over and with some hesitation said, “You wouldn’t be Nick Karas, would you?”

  His face froze into that wary, hunted look common to outdoors writers being outed in the wild.

  “Maybe. Who wants to know?”

  “Jim Babb. I’m editing your brook trout book with Lyons & Burford.”

  Small world, the fish-lit business. Weather permitting, Nick was headed to a brook trout lodge on the lower Eagle River, and I was headed to a brook trout lodge on the upper Eagle River. I’d been writing the angling column for Gray’s Sporting Journal for just over a year, and Nick had written the outdoors column for New York Newsday for close to thirty. More to the point, he’d spent the past half-dozen years writing what would become the definitive book on his favorite fish—and mine—and I’d just been assigned to edit it.

  I don’t know how well this coincidence worked out for Nick, but it certainly worked out for me. I’d been editing books for nine years and fishing for brook trout since I was old enough to hoist a fly rod, and I thought I knew a thing or two about both. But over the months that Nick and I worked together on Brook Trout, I learned more about the nuts and bolts of writing—and the biology, angling history, and ecological importance of brook trout—than I’d even known existed.

  Nick majored in biology at St. Lawrence and Johns Hopkins, and got his master’s in journalism from Syracuse. He began his career at True magazine, and later was outdoors editor for Argosy. Before landing at Newsday he freelanced for all the big outdoors magazines. A few years later, when I moved from editing books to editing Gray’s, he wrote for me, including the account of a canoe trip to Hudson Bay down the Sutton River, a geologically freakish limestone spring creek cutting through northern Canada’s sour peaty wetlands. The “world’s best brook trout river,” Nick called it.

  And he would know. He spent much of his life traveling the north, fishing for and writing about brook trout. Always he was the consummate professional—factual, thorough, penetrating straight to the point with precisely chosen details of people and fish, weather and terrain. And always, always, he was interesting.

  For American anglers, few topics are more interesting than brook trout, our original fish. Long before we discovered the cutthroat of the Rocky Mountains or the rainbows of the West Coast, we were catching brook trout from New Jersey’s Manasquan River into far northern Labrador and everywhere in between: on Cape Cod, in downtown Boston, in Haarlem Creek, rising near Amsterdam Ave and 125th; the Ishpetenga, gushing from springs near 20th and Fifth Avenue; in the Gramercy, its waters buried now beneath its eponymous park.

  And these weren’t merely the brightly colored sardines today’s anglers know. These puppies were big. In 1823, Senator Daniel Webster caught a fourteen-and-a-half-pounder from Carmans River in Brookhaven, Long Island, an unofficial record that stood until 1915, when Doctor John Cook caught a monster on Manitoba’s Nipigon River that weighed fourteen and a half pounds a week after it was caught; alive, it might have gone twenty pounds.

  What happened to all these magnificent brook trout? In a word: us. These “bright fluviatile flowers,” as Henry David Thoreau described them on his 1846 trip to the Maine Woods, are true canary-in-the-coal-mine indicators of environmental degradation.

  As we cut the trees that cooled the rivers, and dammed the rivers to run the mills that sawed the boards that built the nation, brook trout became collateral damage, their cold waters warming, their spawning beds choking beneath blankets of sawdust. Like Lizzie Borden filleting her father with an ax, when we saw what we had done we gave the brook trout another one in the person of hyper-competitive and warm-water-acclimated brown trout imported from Europe and rainbows from the Pacific Northwest. The result: Over most of the brookies’ original range they became a fugitive of the highlands. Brook Trout recounts this story, warts and all, and explores restoration efforts and widespread areas of the continent still fortunate enough to host healthy populations of the most beautiful fish that swims.

  I first met Nick Karas twenty years ago. Over the years, Brook Trout has been an invaluable reference for me, and for many other anglers. It’s still on my most-used bookshelf alongside Schullery’s American Fly Fishing and Bigelow and Schroeder’s Fishes of the Gulf of Maine—its spine broken, its dust jacket in tatters, its margins forested with Post-It notes.

  Ten or so years ago I told Nick I was headed for the Wood River in Central Labrador, and a few days later an enormous Mickey Finn arrived in my mailbox. “It looks big enough for tuna,” I said.

  “Trust me,” he said. “It’s just what you want.”

  He was right, of course. Sometimes I wish I’d saved that monstrous bucktail, and speared it into the spine of Brook Trout to remind me of Nick, who died in 2012. Instead, a monster Wood River brookie boiled on it like a Montauk bluefish, and snapped my ten-pound leader like a cobweb. Which seems a far nobler fate.

  —James R. Babb, Editor Emeritus, Gray’s Sporting Journal, 2015
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  ACCORDING TO INDIAN LEGEND, BROOK TROUT WERE not always the speckled beauties we know today. “Once long, long ago,” said old Jesse Logan, of the Cornplanter Reservation in Warren County, Pennsylvania, the last (in 1928) of the Shikellemus tribe, “when Manitou visited the land of the Iroquois to lead his lost children back to the Happy Hunting Ground in the Far East, He grew weak with hunger and cold on this long quest. Toward night He stopped beside a pool in the Seneca country [New York] which was overshadowed by colossal white pines and hemlocks. Noticing that it was full of handsome trout, as black as ebony, he reached in His hand and easily caught the largest of the superb fish. Looking at it He was struck by is beauty and agile grace, and decided to control His hunger and let it live, so He dropped it back into the deep pool.

  “The trout went its way, but instantly its sides took on a silvery hue where the fingers of the Great Spirit had held it, and all of its kind became marked with the same silvery sheen and many colored spots and halos, as a token of their having been handled by the kindly Manitou. For that reason, the Seneca Indians and others of the Six Nations would not eat brook trout. Brook trout were sacred to the highest instincts of their race. But what the redmen spared,” said Logan, “white men destroyed by the millions.”

  So why write a book about such a dastardly deed?

  Because the story of brook trout and of our own relations with this unique fish has never been fully documented and evaluated, laid bare for all to see. Perhaps in so doing we can help reverse the fish’s decline. At the least we can learn to avoid making the same mistakes again.

  I’ve tried to recount the indescribable fascination these fish create in anyone who has been exposed to them. This is especially true if the exposure occurs when one is young, because the fascination is intensified and carried throughout life. To a small but dedicated cadre of anglers, in both the United States and Canada, there’s still only one trout: the native, the brook or speckled trout.

  Most Americans find brook trout of less interest, however, especially when they’re in the same pool with browns and rainbows, which grow lager, fight more savagely, jump more often, and are far more tolerant of today’s higher water temperatures and pollution. One Minnesota biologist, who has a high esteem for brown trout, nevertheless described them as little better than “cold-water carp, because they have usurped brook trout in waters that have lost their pristine qualities.”

  Our typical domestic trout waters are no longer the realm of the true, wild brook trout of our forefathers. Most brook trout we encounter today are domesticated, the products of fish culturists whose goal was to provide as many brook trout as possible, as large as possible, in as short a time as possible, and with the least possible investment.

  Small populations of wild or heritage brook trout still exist today in some states, but the fish are often stunted because of overcrowding and forced to eke out a living in less fertile habitats, often higher in elevation, in the dendritic beginnings of watersheds where they’ve been driven by the introduction of exotic trout, browns and rainbows.

  Idyllic brook trout habitats still exist, but one must travel to fish them— the northern tiers of Manitoba, Ontario, Québec, and most of Labrador; the primordial-like waters of southern Argentina and Chile. All are worth the effort, and that’s what part of this book is about.

  Nick Karas

  Orient Point, New York

  Fall 2002
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  WHY THE FASCINATION WITH BROOK TROUT?
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  1

  DANIEL WEBSTER AND HIS “DEVIL TROUT”

  THE VILLAGE OF BROOKHAVEN, NEW YORK, IS A QUIET, reserved village tucked among small harbors, tidal creeks, and salt marshes on Long Island’s South Shore. Its many old houses are hidden beneath remnants of majestic elms and copper beeches. It’s much like many other small communities on Paumonok except for one of its Presbyterian churches, built in 1745. Age alone can often be enough to make a church noteworthy but this one has a special claim to celebrity. Over a century and a half ago its congregation witnessed Daniel Webster catch the world’s largest brook trout just a long cast from its minister’s pulpit.

  All that remains today of this historic event are some obscure records and a diary; a picture drawn of the fish shortly after it was caught: that must be languishing, long forgotten, in some Long Island attic; a weather vane carved on a cherry plank in the outline of the trout; a brass nameplate inscribed Suffolk Club tacked on a pew in the little church; and a Currier print that depicts Webster catching the trout. Its caption reads, “We hab you now, Sar!”

  Webster, like others born in the mountains of New Hampshire in the late 1700s, fished for trout in his boyhood days. But with Webster, that infatuation intensified and continued throughout his life. He was a modern paladin whose card could have read: “Have rod, will travel.” There were no noteworthy brook trout streams on Long Island to which he hadn’t been invited. As early as 1820, the senator, now from Massachusetts, began visiting the famous Long Island trout streams. He was a regular patron of Sam Carman’s tavern, gristmill, and general store at “the crossing-over place” at Fireplace Mills, later renamed South Haven. In Carman’s custody, “Black Dan”—as many in congress called him, because he always wore black—was able to slake his two greatest thirsts, trout and rum, often at the same time.
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  Figure i.i “Catching a Trout” the famous Courier print drawn by William Tate in 1853 depicting the feat. Webster is alleged to have caught a 14½-pound brook trout. The print was issued the year after Webster’s death, approximately twenty-seven years after the fish was caught.

  Come Sunday morning, however, in the acutely religious America of their time, both men could always be found across the road in the little white Presbyterian church, in a pew reserved for this unique fishing fraternity. Years later, after Webster’s death, the anglers formed the Suffolk Club. They built a Federal style clubhouse a few hundred yards north of Carman’s house, on the edge of the pond created by the milldam. Often, they were joined by other famous anglers such as Martin Van Buren, president-to-be and later Webster’s adversary; Philip Hone, mayor of New York City; and American inventor John Stevens and his brother Edward, both of Hoboken. The latter is said to have “never thrown a fly until he was 40 years old.”

  While a member of the Senate, Webster maintained a law practice with offices in Boston and New York City. In Manhattan, he lived at the Astor Hotel on Vesey Street. One of his closest fishing cronies was Philip Hone, in 1825 the city’s mayor. Hone inflamed Webster with rumors of a monstrous trout, “bigger than any seen before,” that had been spotted on Long Island. According to Hone’s diary—which he didn’t begin keeping until 1828 and might more appropriately be called his memoirs—one spring afternoon in 1823, he and Webster took the early ferry from Manhattan to Brooklyn. Catching the Friday stage, they arrived at Carman’s inn well after dark. Later, they were joined by Walter Browne and Martin Van Buren, who two years earlier had been elected to the U.S. Senate from New York. The next day they fished the spring-fed East Connecticut River (renamed the Carmans River) from sunup to sunset without sight of the trout. Carman told them the huge fish had last been seen a few days ago.

  The next day, their luck changed slightly. Webster saw for the first time the fish that was to plague him. But no matter how often he and his friends cast, they couldn’t get it to take their flies. After that, Webster, who often fished Long Island’s other famous trout ponds and streams, returned often to Fireplace Mills, trying to catch the big trout. It would be several years before he would see it again. Carman and his slaves did see it from time to time, relaying letters to Webster, and this helped feed his desire.

  It wasn’t until 1827 that both Webster and Hone were again at Carman’s. By now the fish had become a full-blown obsession. “We left Broucklyn [sic] on Friday,” according to Hone’s diary, traveling by stage, and arrived after dark. In addition to the tavern, Carman operated a community gristmill where the present-day Montauk Highway crosses the river. The day before, records have it, Carman and his slaves had taken out the mill’s huge water-wheel and “banked’ it for repairs. The freedom to forage in the pool above where the wheel had stood would surely entice the behemoth to venture forth.

  Webster and Hone fished Saturday without sighting the fish. That night, we’re told, rum and mulled cider flowed freely at Carman’s tavern—so freely that Webster had to be carried to bed by two men. The next morning, after the bell tolled, Webster, Hone, and Carman dutifully went to church to do penance for their indulgences. Most people of the day considered fishing on Sundays morally suspect, but before they entered church, Carman solemnly ordered his slave Lige to sit guard at the pool and watch for the trout. If it should appear he was to call them immediately, even in church. They then made their way to a pew beneath the scowling eyes of preacher Ezra “Priest” King, also a devoted trout fisherman. Fortunately for the revelers it wasn’t the front pew, because King, from the manse across the road, had heard them carrying on the night before.

  Sermons in those days were short if they lasted two hours, and priest was a notoriously long-winded speaker. His voice droned on and on about the eternal faults of man, the wickedness of his life, his succumbing to the evils of drink and other sins. It must have seemed to Webster that King would never end. At last, it was time for a hymn.

  While the congregation joined in singing “Shall We Gather at the River?” the senator’s eyes must have strained through the open window for a glimpse of the pool. The new red leaves of the swamp maples flooded the river’s banks with color, mixing with the yellows of the willows and the greens of the alders. Shad bushes were at the height of their bloom, and the yellow flowers of a dying forsythia framed the window.
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  Figure i.2 The Old South Haven Church, moved to the village of Brookhaven (known as Fireplace in Sam Carmen’s time).

  The hymn over, everyone started to sit and prepare themselves for another long harangue, but they were interrupted by the shuffling of Lige’s feet. It caught the attention of Carman and Webster. Dan knew immediately what had happened: Nothing but the fear of a beating from Carman for not reporting a sighting of the trout could have induced the slave to enter church.

  “He’s heah, mistah Carman. He’s in de hole where de wheel was,” said Lige. “Ephraim waitin’ by de watah, lookin’ at ’im.”

  No matter how one tries, there’s no way to leave the middle pew of a church inconspicuously. Everyone’s eyes were on the trio as they walked out. The congregants, too, knew what the intrusion into God’s House meant: The Big Trout. One by one many of the men also found an excuse to slip out. Within a few minutes the church was almost empty. Even the Reverend King left the pulpit and continued to deliver his sermon from the aisle, slowly working his way to the rear. After a hasty benediction, he ran to the pool with the rest of the congregation.

  From Currier’s print of the event, made 27 years later, we know Webster was in a black Sunday suit like most churchgoers of his day. He fished from a punt, whipping a 15-foot fly rod back and forth across the pool. Lige was in the boat with a landing net, as was Philip Hone, but where was the fish? Had it returned with the tide to the bay?

  The congregation lined the pool’s western bank and watched while Webster cast. The distal of three red-colored wet flies settled gently onto the water. The others quickly followed. With small flicks of the willowy rod’s tip, Webster made them dance in short steps just under the pool’s surface. There was a bulge in the surface and one fly disappeared. Webster set the hook. A small trout broke the water. A dull, disappointed moan came in unison from the onlookers.

  The advocate impatiently pulled in the little brook trout and quickly released it. Webster went through the motions of casting the flies again but disappointment must have been written vividly across his face. Had he missed the trout again? Why was he constantly being plagued by this prize fish, the biggest trout anyone had even seen?

  After a half hour of fruitless casting, bankside watchers were losing interest. A few began to leave. Webster made another long cast toward the bush where Lige said he had last seen the fish. As the flies landed, a massive swirl a few feet beyond broke the pool’s placid surface. It was a big fish. Webster saw it. So did Hone and Lige. Webster snatched up the flies and again presented them, this time with a longer cast and renewed interest.

  It was the most eloquent cast he could muster and the most important he would ever attempt; it was a trial of lives. The flies settled upon the water. For a moment surface tension kept them afloat. Nothing happened for what seemed like the longest time, as the three men watched. In a blink of an eye, the farthest fly sank first; the two others followed. The fish approached the distal fly with a savage, committed rush, the kind only brook trout make when they decide to strike. As the trout took the fly, its momentum carried its back clear of the water, creating a horrendous splash that startled the witnesses who lined the bank like a jury in its box.

  What followed was a real trial in every sense—the trial of two combatants, the trout fighting for its life and Webster for peace of mind, which at times can be as dear as life itself. It was a trial that wasn’t decided until the final appeal was made from both sides.

  The trout gave up only after a long, drawn-out struggle. The congregation watched silent and spellbound. Finally, Lige slipped the long-handled net under the fish, pulling it into the boat. The behemoth’s back had turned black from its long life in the river’s acid tan-colored waters. But its underside flashed orange and red and the telltale white trim on its fins left no doubt as to its status as the biggest of all brook trout.

  “We hab you now, Sar!” Lige is reported to have said.

  Webster held up the fish for everyone to see. The somber, reserved onlookers broke out into unthinkable cheers—on the Sabbath. They jumped and shouted wildly along the banks of the river. Records have it that Squire Carman’s surrey horses were alarmed by the noise and took off down the road without a driver.

  Lige carried the huge fish to Carman’s store as everyone tried to guess its weight. Sam deftly slid the weights on his flour scale until the arm gingerly balanced at 14 pounds, 8 ounces. Webster had caught the biggest brook trout in creation. A fish that large couldn’t go unrecorded. Carman placed it against a wall and drew its outline. Philip Hone copied the outline and the next day transferred it to a cherry plank. Eventually, the carved trout served as the church weather vane. It’s recorded that the wooden trout was increased in size by one-third before it was carved so that when viewed from the ground on the church spire it would look “more natural.”

  The fish, packed in ice and sawdust, accompanied Webster and Hone back to Manhattan. It’s said that Martin Van Buren, Browne, and the Stevens brothers joined them at Delmonico’s, a new restaurant on Beaver Street, where “there was more than enough trout for everyone.”

  [image: image]

  That’s one version of the capture of the world’s first 14½-pound brook trout. There have been several others, all written by authoritative, qualified persons. One that closely parallels the above account came from Edna Valentine Trapnell, who was privy to more local information than anyone because most of the people involved, outside of the fishers, were her relatives. When I corresponded with her in 1965, she was quite elderly and living in Los Angeles. She was born in Brookhaven (Fireplace) and grew up there. Her ancestors had arrived in Plymouth in 1621. She was able to glean from those who had lived during Carman’s time, and from their diaries, information about the great fish upon which her story, in the May 1933 issue of Field & Stream magazine, was based. The differences aren’t great but her research indicated that the fish was caught the first time it was seen, “in the administration of James Madison and in the year of grace 1823.” Webster, Hone, Browne, Van Buren, and John and Edward Stevens were all there.

  According to Trapnell, the big trout was spotted just before church services and all of the man present tried to catch it. “Twenty pounds if it’s an ounce”, Philip Hone was reported to have gasped at the sight of the brook trout. It really isn’t certain whether Webster, Edward Stevens, or Martin Van Buren caught the big trout. But it was recorded that Sam Carman landed the fish with the net and not Lige, as pictured by artist Arthur Fitzwilliam Tait in the 1854 Currier lithograph. There is even some speculation that it wasn’t a fly the brook trout took, but a garden worm.

  Nor did the band of fishers consume the trout immediately or at Delmonico’s Restaurant. There were several reports, possibly based on one initial account, that the big fish was kept alive for two weeks in a water pen specifically constructed to satisfy the curiosity and incredulity of the neighborhood. Many came from afar to see it, and it was pronounced by competent judges to be undoubtedly a “Long Island brook trout.”

  Frank Forester, this nation’s first outdoors chronicler, commented on the trout-versus-salmon controversy after the fact, in the first edition, in 1849, of his book Fish and Fishing, printed in London (later editions were printed in New York). Forester agreed with the pro-salmon side but reversed his thinking in the U.S. edition, which appeared in 1850: “There is, I am aware, a tale that many years since a Trout of eleven pounds was taken at Fireplace; and a rough sketch of the fish is still to be seen on the wall of the tavern bar-room. I know, however, that this fish was considered at the time, by all the true sportsmen who saw it, to be a Salmon, and the sketch is said to bear out that opinion, though I do not myself understand how a mere outline, not filled up, can convey any very distinct idea of the species intended.” Few agreed with Forester’s identification of the big fish when, years later, he changed his mind and called it a brook trout.

  “After it was killed,” wrote Trapnell, “Uncle Sam Carman had it placed against the wall and an outline drawn. Philip Hone, copying this outline, had a weather vane made, one-third larger than the trout, so it would appear natural when viewed from below; had it carved and gilded and set up on top of the church spire.

  “On the back of the wooden fish is written: 14½ pounds.

  “And what a feast Uncle Sam got up for the fishermen when that giant trout was killed! The pantry, cellar, milk room and smoke house, and all the mighty culinary lore of Aunt Ellen, his wife—she who had been a Havens, of Moriches, a line long-known for its housewife ability—were called into play. It is told how nine kinds of pickles alone graced that table, and as for the blue point oysters—in those days they were blue points—and the smoked ham boiled in cider and the syllabubs [a wine or cider dessert drink] and the slip-and-go-downs [?] and—Oh, what’s the use? Those days are gone forever!
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  Figure i.3 The cherry weather vane carved from the “Great Trout’s” profile, now located in the vestibule of the South Haven Presbyterian Church in the village of Brookhaven, New York.

  “That was a long time ago, but here you may still see the church today. And also a picture of that great trout as he looked in the day when Daniel Webster and Philip Hone and their friends helped catch and eat him.”

  According to Eugene V. Connett III, who reflected upon this catch in his book Any Luck? in 1933—the same year Trapnell’s magazine piece appeared—“the big trout was quickly taken to the [Sam Carman’s] shop and laid on a piece of board; its outline was traced and the fish weighed and returned to the water, in an enclosed pen that harbored Carman’s live goose decoys. The board was then sawed out, later to be sent to a Bond Street woodcarver to be furnished up properly. A picture was painted of the trout by miss Nellie Stone of Morristown [N.J.]. This picture is now in the possession of the Miller family in Brookhaven. The wooden effigy was later used as a weather vane on the South Haven Presbyterian Church, and years after was given to the oldest member of the congregation Ellen C. Miller. Today [1933] it hangs over the doorway of Clinton Miller of Brookhaven.”

  It rests now in the vestibule of the church, moved from South Haven to Brookhaven.

  “A glance at the watercolor,” Connett continued—both he and Trapnell must have seen it—“dispels the theory [that it was a salmon].”

  Connett’s version had a happier ending for the brook trout. “The trout, after being kept in the pen for some time at Carman’s was sent to Macomb’s Dam [on the Harlem River], above New York City, where we hope it lived happily ever afterwards.”
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  The shipping of the fish to New York alive wasn’t as preposterous a feat in 1827 as it might seem today. According to Connett, in the days before the Long Island Rail Road was built, market wagons fitted with large water tanks set out from New York and traveled along the route of the Sag Harbor Stage Coach—South Country Road. They stopped at each trout “pound,” picking up trout offered for sale by proprietors, and returned to the city with their loads. It was thus possible for patrons of Delmonico’s and other fashionable restaurants to enjoy what was considered “the finest tasting trout in the United States.” Because of the horde of trout it was impossible to weigh them. Instead, owners netted the fish and placed them in tubs; then purchaser and seller estimated the weight, haggling until a satisfactory figure was reached. Constant practice made the matter less troublesome than might be imagined.

  In 1829, a year after his first wife’s death, Webster married Caroline LeRoy, daughter of wealthy Manhattan banker Herman LeRoy, who had a large country estate in Islip, just a few miles west of Fireplace Mills. Though Webster continued his fishing exploits on Long Island as well as the rest of the country, he never again caught a brook trout as large as the one from Sam Carman’s mill pool. Nor did anyone else until a Canadian physician, fishing in the wilds of western Ontario in 1916, caught one that just equaled the size of the fish Webster had caught 89 years earlier.

  Webster’s fish predated the keeping of official records—not until 1895 would Field & Stream assume the custodial task of maintaining records of the largest freshwater fish caught by anglers. Despite this, the fish Webster (or another) caught was witnessed and authenticated by a member of the clergy and his congregation and entered into the church’s records, as well as by a president-to-be and an ex-mayor of New York City. The fisherman was both attorney and senator, and later secretary of state. How much more honesty could one ask for? However, in no literature or personal writings of his own or of anyone else did Webster ever take credit for catching such a large brook trout. But someone did, as we’ll soon discover.

  Trapnell seems to have had greater access to the source materials than did Connett, but it’s difficult to discern where the actual descriptions ended and her coloring began.
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  Figure i.4 Part of the Pool below the millrace remains on the East Connecticut (Carmans) River.

  “The fish-weather vane remained on the church for many years until,” as her story went, “a late summer thunderstorm, as big for a storm as that trout was for trout, came down on the little village of Fireplace Mills. There was a tremendous peal of thunder preceded by a blinding flash of sputtering, crackling, blue-green light which struck the church spire and knocked the wooden fish into the gutters. The lightning went down through the drain pipe and killed a mule that had taken shelter from the storm in the graveyard below . . . quite a proper place as it turned out to be.”
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  The East Connecticut River, now known as Carmans River, still flows on Long island. The Big pool at the base of the mill yielded trout as late as 1958, when it was destroyed and the mill torn down to make way for a superhighway. If Daniel Webster had been alive, I wonder if he could have saved the pool—as he did in 1845, when he had the Long Island Rail Road remove a stone bridge it had built over the river downstream of the pool; the bridge’s opening was too small, and backed the river into the pool. Brook trout inhabit the remnant of the pool even today.

  Carman’s tavern and home stood until 1936 when it was torn down and replaced by a fuel oil company office. The historic little church also felt the hand of progress. Carmans, as the community first appeared on maps, was renamed Fireplace Mills, then South Haven. After the first bridge was built it no longer prospered at “The crossing-over place.” Over the years the congregation dwindled to the pint that the church was nearly abandoned. Those who needed religious guidance attended another Presbyterian church in Brookhaven (Fireplace). In 1961 it gave up its location and graveyard and was moved 2 miles away to Brookhaven village.

  The heavy cherry weather vane has better stood the test of time and elements and, though suffering a little from weather and lightning, can still be seen in the church’s vestibule. Today, as one walks down the aisle of the old church, one can almost hear Priest King delivering his sermon on that warm May Sunday, more than 150 years ago. And, in a center pew, one can see the spot, now marked by a brass plate, where Webster must have squirmed and fought with his conscience, and finally abandoned the word of God to do battle with a huge trout.
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  A somewhat abbreviated version of the above story appeared in a 1966 issue of Sports Illustrated, and a fuller version in the 1970 Summer issue of Sports Afield’s quarterly publication, Rod & Gun. Eleven years later, in 1981, in an issue of The American Fly Fisher, The Journal of the American Museum of Fly Fishing, Kenneth Shewmaker attempted to debunk the story as a fabrication. As a Webster scholar working on a doctorate at Dartmouth College, he had two major criticisms of the above accounts and those by several other authors.

  The first was that they lacked citations for various statements and facts. One would hardly find citations in Sports Illustrated or Sports Afield. His approach to denouncing the story was to research all the publications, diaries, and biographies of the people involved, looking for some printed reference to the catching of the 14¾-pound brook trout. I’m sure his search was scholarly and intensive, but after a lengthy period he came up without a single reference—and concluded that the event never occurred. Thus, his second criticism: because he couldn’t find documentation, it wasn’t true.

  Shewmaker was guilty of choosing documentary data that supported his personal thesis and disregarding other data that might have supported the catching of a 14½- or, as in some accounts, 14½-pound brook trout. He was aware of Charles Eliot Goodspeed’s Angling in America, a 1939 documentation of fishing in these United States, because he referred to it in his 1981 critique. However, he failed to add William O. Ayers’s reference to a 15-pounder being taken on Long Island. Ayers wrote in the Boston Journal of Natural History for April 1843 that “eight or ten years since a trout was caught at Fireplace, which weighed fifteen pounds. It must, I suppose, have been this species Salmo [Salvelinus] fontanalis. It was called by many who saw it a salmon trout, on account of its great size or perhaps some peculiarity in the coloring, but the most experienced fisherman who was engaged in taking it (it was caught with a seine) considered it only a very large individual of the common brook trout. I must muse here, that on that stream, and possibly in other parts of the island, the name salmon trout is often applied to any specimen very strongly tinged with red on the abdomen, and it may have been so in this instance.”

  More appropriately, the term “salmon trout” was usually applied to large sea-run brook trout, whose normally gaudy coloration is obscured by a layer of guanine—caused by exposure to salt and, to some degree, brackish water. Then, they do look a lot like salmon. However, the vermiculations on the back and the red dots on the sides are never completely hidden. And Ayers’s recollection of “eight or ten years” was not exact; some leeway would have put the catching of the trout within the time frame of Webster’s alleged feat. As to it being taken in a seine, this is as open to conjecture as the determination that it was a salmon, or that it could have been another fish taken on another occasion.

  This kind of literary research reminds me of a tale a teacher told me while I was in graduate school. It seems that two monks were walking down a dusty road somewhere in Italy during the Middle Ages. One spied a donkey tied to a post. For some reason, one monk asked the other, “How many teeth do you think there are in a donkey’s mouth?” Being true scholars of that era they immediately returned to the monastery and spent days poring through the Bible looking for a reference that stated how many teeth were in a donkey’s mouth. Though there were plenty of references to donkeys, they couldn’t find one about the number of teeth. In frustration, they finally declared that “It isn’t in the Bible, therefore we can never know how many teeth are in a donkey’s mouth!”

  Shewmaker’s argument is weakened by his placing too much credence on the Currier print. Arthur Fitzwilliam Tait, an Englishman who had come to this country in 1850, drew the sketch in 1854, 27 years after the event, probably prompted by the death of Daniel Webster (of cirrhosis of the liver) on October 24, 1852. Currier had issued another lithograph of Webster, a portrait, just after his death. Tait, a freelance artist, saw this as an opportunity to sell yet another of his works to Nathaniel Currier.

  When Currier published a lithograph in 1835 showing Planter’s hotel in New Orleans after it had been gutted by fire, he ushered in a new era in pictorial journalism. Currier began selling individual prints of historic events, and the more sensational the event, the better they sold—the precursor of the tabloid newspaper. Tait has been criticized as over-dramatizing his scenes and making them look implausible—probably with Currier’s encouragement. But drama sold then as it does today. In the case of Webster and his great trout, Tait probably had no access to first-hand, contemporary knowledge of the tale; otherwise the trout would really have been big.

  While Tait later became an outdoorsman and fell in love with Long Island and the Adirondacks, where he owned a home on Long Lake, his print reveals that he had no idea of the actual size of a 14½-pound brook trout, or with the events as documented by others who were there. He put Lige in the boat with Webster and had him landing the trout; Trapnell stated that it was Sam Carman who actually landed it. Nor is there any mention in any of the story’s versions of the anglers fishing from a punt. Tait may have taken it upon himself to put them in one, possibly influenced by contemporary English painter Henry Allen (1785–1841) and his watercolor Fishing in a Punt, or even more so by the 19th-century engraving Punt Fishing by W. Burraud. Both very closely resemble Tait’s drawing of Webster and Hone.

  Shewmaker wrote that the fish was taken from the mill pond, but it was actually taken from the pool below the spot where the wheel poured its water into the East Connecticut River. There was no need to use a boat to fish this small pool.

  The only two accurate items in the Currier lithograph are Webster’s likeness and the flat landscape in the background. The second man in the boat is most likely Philip Hone, because the figure is quite similar to portraits of the one-time mayor found now in the Museum of the City of New York. Hone was described as an “intimate” friend of Webster’s and the two often fished together, a fact revealed in Hone’s diary. While the scene includes Hone, though, it may well be that Edward Stevens also fished with Webster. There’s even a reference stating that it was Stevens and not Webster who caught the big trout. And therein may be at least part of the reason that Shewmaker came up empty when investigating the fishing life of Webster.

  One more fact might substantiate the size of the fish, if not its catcher. Shewmaker wrote, without citation or accreditation, that “Philip Hone transferred Carman’s scratches onto a linen.” Trapnell credited Uncle Sam Carman as having placed the fish against a wall and having an outline made of it. What happened to this outline? Connett, Trapnell, and others also said it was placed on a plank. The trout’s effigy is indeed on a cherry plank, a valuable construction wood even in those days. The carving of the fish is neat, accurate, and crisp—obviously the work of an experienced wood sculptor. Connett’s reference to “a Bond Street woodcarver” has real credence.

  Trapnell’s Field & Stream feature was illustrated with a photograph taken against the side of the church, under a shuttered window. Under the window was “a painting of the big trout alongside the weather vane. Though it’s difficult to see the trout in the painting, it’s a big fish, almost as big as the weather vane next to it. When I asked Trapnell about it, she answered: “The painting of the fish used to hang in the hall of the Miller homestead. Geo. M. kindly took it outside for me to photograph. The Millers have sold [their house] and moved. I suppose the son has it but I don’t know where he went.”

  Could this be the outline Carman or Hone made, or the linen Shewmaker referred to?

  Shewmaker also erred by placing too much faith in the accuracy of publications of that period. After all, it had been only nine years earlier, in 1814, that the brook trout was first scientifically recognized as a species. Then it took 60 years more to get its first name right. Nor did newspapers of that day have the objectivity of today’s press. One has but to read fishing reports in the New York Sun or Evening Post of the day to realize this.

  To some degree, Shewmaker was correct in pointing out the discrepancies among the varied accounts of the big fish and just who did or didn’t catch it. There’s little doubt that some of the narration was constructed to meld available facts into a plausible story. However, there’s just too much circumstantial evidence of a big trout being caught on the East Connecticut River at “the crossing-over place” to discard the whole story as fiction. I doubt that the question of who caught the fish will ever be satisfactorily answered. At this point, I too doubt it was Webster. Even so, it’s a good story about our brook trout heritage, and about how thoroughly this species of fish was entwined with the lives of ordinary and extraordinary Americans.
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  DR. JOHN WILLIAM COOK AND HIS “DEVIL TROUT”

  NEARLY 90 YEARS LATER AND ALMOST 1,000 MILES FROM Fireplace Mills, at the western edge of the brook trout’s range, a Fort William, Ontario, physician took a breather from the day’s efforts. From the river’s bank he gazed at the cloud of insects hovering above the tailrace pool that formed below Rabbit Rapids, a mile below Virgin Rapids, near the spot where the Nipigon River escapes Lake Nipigon. At that time the Nipigon was still a powerful, massive, thunderous river, unfettered by hydroelectric dams in its race to meet Lake Superior, 30 or so miles away.

  For several days, the physician and his companions had been slowly pushing their way upriver, camping and fishing along what was already a well-trodden Ontario wilderness. The sojourn had begun at Nipigon Station, just a few miles above the port of Red Rock, where the Nipigon meets the largest of the great lakes. They and their Indian guides, hired from the nearby settlement of Parmachenee, just above the European settlement of Nipigon, labored past rapids and portages, resting where the river turned into small lakes. Often these were no more than bulges, where the Nipigon had been temporarily backed up as it carved its way through Precambiran granite. Even though the Ojibway guides did most of the heavy work, this trek was still fatiguing.
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  Figure 2.1 The half-mount of Dr. Cook’s 14½-pound brook trout, the world’s record, caught in 1916 on the Nipigon River. The mount was destroyed in the Nipigon Museum fire in 1990.

  (Courtesy of Gord Ellis.)

  As the story has been told and retold, it was late in the day, after six, on July 21, 1916, when Cook, through tired eyes, surveyed the pool. The guides had already set up camp, but Cook was thinking of fishing just a bit more before dark. This far north, days were long and nights short at this time of year. It wasn’t the first time Cook had fished the Nipigon. The legendary river was only 75 miles from his home and now easily accessed by railroad. He knew it produced big brook trout, and the specter of 7-, 8-, and 9-pound speckled trout had often lured him from his medical practice.

  The river had already garnered a worldwide reputation as having the continent’s best brook trout fishing. In the 75 years since its lode had been discovered, big brook trout had become the norm. There were even reports of several 20-pounders. One was a fish taken about 1850 by a member of the provincial crew that first surveyed the area. But even with such largess, the quality of fishing was by Cook’s time beginning to show signs of decline. Unregulated overfishing was one cause. But worse causes were soon to come.

  On that day, the sun’s warmth had triggered an unusually large hatch of big mayflies. The water was littered with their ephemeral bodies, and brook trout were glutting themselves on the easy meal. Cook tried but could not raise a trout to his flies. As the story unfolds, one of the guides, sensing Cook’s frustration, began turning over stones near shore and caught a small sculpin, a cockatouche in the Ojibway language. It was a forage fish plentiful everywhere in the river and its lakes, and one of several reasons that brook trout here grew so large. Cook didn’t resist as the guide threaded it onto his hook.

  “Grudgingly,” as the story goes, “the angler tied it to the line’s tippet, then flipped the minnow into the pool.”

  The doctor was said to be using a 5-ounce fly rod, and the fish’s strike was so strong that the rod doubled over. After an arduous hour-long tug-of-war, a great fish was brought to net. It’s reported that at first Cook was disappointed, believing he had caught a lake trout. But the excited guides confirmed that this was no laker but “an enormous speckled trout.” The fish weighed 14½ pounds and measured 31½ inches in length and 11½ inches in girth (really, half girth).

  Many outside the Nipigon area who didn’t see the fish didn’t believe it was a brook trout and challenged its identification. The fish was split in two and half of it mounted on birch bark. One skin, the right-hand side, was sent to the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto, where an ichthyologist confirmed that indeed it was a Salvelinus fontinalis, and the largest ever caught. He was unaware of Daniel Webster’s brook trout.

  Of course in Webster’s time there were no outdoors magazines or columnists on newspapers. Only on rare occasions did fishing reports find their way into the nation’s broadsheets. However, by 1916 there were weekly news tabloids, daily newspapers, and outdoors writers who appeared regularly in magazines and newspapers. There were even several magazines dedicated to hunting and fishing. Best of all, the record-keeping body for catches of superlative freshwater fishes was Field & Stream magazine. It began publication in 1895, in St. Paul, Minnesota, and almost immediately started the process of record keeping. Cook’s fish found its way into the magazine records only several years after it was caught, though. Today, it’s one of the world’s longest-standing fishing records.
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  Figure 2.2 This is what the world’s record brook trout might have looked like. The author holds a modern replica of Dr. Cook’s record fish, constructed from the dimensions of the original fish. It hangs in the regional office of the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources in Nipigon.

  Ironically, the only mention in the contemporary press was a 2-inch entry in the monthly letters-to-the-editor section in the September 1916 issue of a competing publication, Forest and Stream. The “Fish and Fishing Editor” was someone who wrote under the nom de plume “Seneca.” Next to his was the camping column written by “Nessmuk,” alias George Washington Sears.

  
    Big Trout from Nepigon

    Editor Fish and Fishing:

    Recently, Dr. W.J. [sic] Cook, of Fort Williams, landed a trout in the Nepigon [sic] District that tipped the scales at 14.5 pounds. The size of the fish was so remarkable that its species was called into question. The trout was sent to the Game and Fisheries Department to have the question settled. In order to remove doubts, the Department sent the fish to Ottawa, so that Dr. Prince, the fisheries expert, could decide the question. The Department has received a report from Dr. Prince in which he states that it is a true speckled trout. O.T.S. Toronto, Canada.

    The Nepigon District during the past year or two has produced some exceptionally large brook trout, which is all, I believe, to the fact that the Game and Fisheries Department has been protecting the fish [brook trout] from the pike. Last year, special men were employed, I am told, in capturing the pike and this year the Indians are being allowed in the district to fish for pike without the customary license.

    —Forest and Stream, Sept. 1916, Vol. LXXXVI, No. 9, page 1154

  

  Controversy as to who really caught the 14½-pound Nipigon fish, and when, has surfaced periodically since the catch. In Cook’s time, Nipigon was still just a whistle-stop on the Canadian Pacific Railway, which had only the year before completed passenger service linking eastern and western Canada. Red Rock was the steamer port a few miles downriver from Nipigon. Since 1840, anglers coming from the East—from Chicago, Toronto, and New York— used Red Rock as a ship’s landing and place to start fishing on the Nipigon. By the time Cook got around to fishing the river, guided trips upriver were old hat. They had been organized for more than 60 years, and well-established campsites along the river had been in operation for several decades.

  One of the top outfitters after the turn of the century was Jack McKirdy Sr. It was he who had organized the trip for Cook and his party. The first night they stayed at a hotel next to the Hudson’s Bay Company store in Nepigon (sic) Station, which by then had become the village of Nipigon. McKirdy customized trips upriver that lasted anywhere from three to five weeks, depending on the sports’ available time and money. Full-blown trips ran upriver from Nipigon to Virgin Island on Lake Nipigon, just above where the river began, and, of course, back down again.

  In addition to brook trout, the river was filled with other fishes—lake trout, walleye, northern pike, whitefish, and sturgeon. But it was the brook trout, called speckled trout by most Canadians, that brought itinerant anglers here. Brook trout were everywhere along the river’s actual 41-mile course, but congregated particularly at the base of every rapids and falls. There were several portages, some quite a few miles long. During the height of the tourist fishing season, entrepreneurial Ojibway usually waited at the bottom of these portages with oxen or horse and wagon. For a few dollars they would cart canoes (at that time still made from birch bark, by a local Indian named Joe Wadow), tents, food, and fishing gear; they could also repair damaged equipment. The service was appreciated by the guides even more than by the sports. On some portages the anglers could even ride.

  McKirdy hired an Ojibway named Andrew Lexie from the Indian settlement of Parmachenee to head Dr. Cook’s group. Lexie was assisted by five other Indians, according to Ray DuPuis, 63, of Nipigon. DuPuis, a dedicated speckled trout fisherman, had known the guides when he was young and interviewed them when they were old men. This outfitting arrangement was later confirmed in an interview of Cook by a wire-service reporter years after the event. Three canoes were used, including one only for gear, according to DuPuis’s interview with Lexie. However, it’s more likely that there were four or even five, because McKirdy also assigned a cook and all of his gear to the party. Due to the difficulty of navigating the fast river and the fact that half of the trip was up-current, two guides with one angler were always used in each canoe. And there were four anglers, according to Cook.

  According to Lexie, Cook’s party left Nipigon on August 24, 1915, not 1916. The first fishing stop upriver was at the slight run of rapids and pool above Parmachenee, where Clay Hill Creek enters from the west. From there they pushed on to Camp Alexander, at the base of Long Rapids, a 2½-mile portage. This was usually the end of the first day’s travel, and the guides set up camp for the first night. At dawn the guides prepared for the day’s journey. All of the equipment was carried to the top of the portage that ended just above Cameron Falls, the southern-end outlet of Jessie Lake.

  From Camp Alexander, Cook and his party hiked the rugged trail to Cameron Falls. From here they paddled through Lakes Jessie and Maria, separated from each other by The Narrows. The lakes temporarily return to a riverlike stretch for a few hundred yards—to Cedar Portage and an excellent trout hole at Split Rock. The anglers ended their second day at Camp Cincinnati, just below Pine Portage. From here on, upriver travel was slowed by numerous rapids, fast water, short falls, and four portages.

  According to DuPuis, Lexie and the other guides couldn’t remember the exact date when the fish was caught, but they emphatically agreed that it wasn’t in July, as is now the most widely accepted month. Instead, they recalled it being during the first week in September, and this would just about fit the time schedule if they did depart August 24. Actually, both months are in a way correct: Later research revealed that Cook twice fished the Nipigon that year, in July and again in September. The guides told DuPuis that brook trout fishing on the Nipigon in 1916 was a lot like it was at the time he interviewed them. Very few fish of more than 8 pounds were caught; the largest were in the range of 4 to 5 pounds. On some days they even had a difficult time catching enough for dinner.

  Dupuis’s interview with Lexie revealed that the doctor and his friends— another physician as well as two dentists—were fishing with Parmachene Belle and Silver Doctor patterns. Cook used an 8-ounce bamboo fly rod. The fish was caught late in the evening at Rabbit Rapids, also known as McDonald Rapids. It was tough fishing because the shore was lined with big boulders and the water along shore was shallow—only 1 to 2 feet deep until one reached the big circulating pool.

  One version of the guides’ combined stories claimed that a guide, not Cook, caught the big trout. They said Cook liked to drink, and had that evening passed out in his tent. The guide took Cook’s fly rod and switched the wet fly for a cockatouche, with which they traditionally caught brook trout. According to this version, Cook was awakened to see the trout. He then entered into a verbal agreement with the guide to let him claim the fish; the guide was to be compensated later. Because he never got his reward, the guide remained disgruntled for years. They never identified the guide.

  Regardless of who the angler really was, after the fish was landed, according to Lexie, the guides had a great disagreement about its species. One claimed it was a lake trout—it was too big to be a speckled trout—and was going to cut it up and eat it. But Lexie said it was a speckled trout. Challenging Lexie’s authority and knowledge, they all then agreed to go downriver, by foot, to the next camp to ask the opinion of the head guide there, an older Indian, whose name Lexie could not recall. Under lantern light, the other guide agreed with Lexie: It was a huge speckled trout, the biggest any had ever seen.

  A somewhat different version of the catching of this big brook trout is recorded in a book entitled Paddle, Pack and Speckled Trout by Edwin Mills. Mills, a wire-service reporter, described what happened to the big trout after it was caught and added even more color to a story with an already vivid complexion. The account by Mills appeared in an issue of the magazine Outdoors Canada. It was written by Gord Ellis, a Canadian writer from Thunder Bay (the current name of Fort William, where Cook lived), who’s probably the most knowledgeable person today about Dr. Cook’s exploits.

  According to Ellis, Mills was a unique individual—a fanatic brook trout fisher and an adventurer who spent much of the 1930s and ’40s chasing speckled trout on the 21 major rapids that remained in the upper part of the Nipigon River before they, too, were silenced by a series of hydroelectric dams. Mills had apparently interviewed Dr. Cook on several occasions and gained information on the river and his catch directly from him.

  According to Mills’s version, Cook was fishing with three other anglers (possibly the physician and two dentists described in Dupuis’s interview)— R.J. Byrnes, H.H. Neeland, and J.A. Fyfe, as well as cook Lafelle Boudain and guides Joe Hardy, Sam King, Michael Bouchard, John Ogama, Louis Musquash, Jim Shuse, and Lawrence Martin. “In the evening, a huge hatch of brown flies came off the surface of the pool, and Cook’s artificial flies simply weren’t fooling the trout.” It would be another 21 years before Don Gapen invented the Muddler Minnow, an imitation of the cockatouche, on the banks of the lower Nipigon River.

  “Many fishermen still balk at the idea,” wrote Mills in his book, “but the book offering that finally fooled the monstrous ‘speck’ in the hole was a minnow—more specifically a cockatouche. Cook may have already known about the sculpin-like minnow’s trout appeal, but it’s likely that a guide actually caught the minnow in question and gave it to the doctor. Cook then impaled it on a hook and attached it to his rather light, five-weight fly line.” (Weight lines are a modern gauge of a fly line’s size, and the author probably was referring to the 5-ounce bamboo rod that Cook was supposed to have used.)

  Cook then recalled what happened next, according to Ellis, in a piece written by Mills that appeared in a Canadian press wire story on May 12, 1950. Mills also acted as a stringer for CP: “I was fishing with a minnow,” Mills quoted. “When it settled below the surface, the big fish took the bait and was away.”

  Cook played the fish, according to Mills, and called friends to bring the net. He fought it for some time and netted it after a great struggle. When he opened the fish, he found it had a stomach full of brown flies. “It was greedy enough to take the minnow, too,” said Cook. Mills reported that Cook said he thought he’d caught a lake trout but the excitement of the guides confirmed for him that it was a huge speckled trout. “The fish weighed 14.5 pounds and measured 31.5 inches in length and 11.5 inches from the top of the back to the belly.” (This is an odd way to measure a fish’s girth unless it’s already split in half.) “The catch,” wrote Mills, “sparked excitement and furor throughout the angling world, and Cook wisely sent the specimen [whole or split, but in either case, without the brown flies] to ichthyological authorities in Washington and Ottawa, as well as the Royal Ontario Museum. All pronounced it unquestionably a true brook trout.

  “After the catch,” according to Mill’s account, “the fish was split down the middle and the two skins were mounted separately on birch bark paneling.” Though this was a technique used in many wilderness camps at the time to preserve a skin, a fish that large, and that had traveled to so many esteemed scientists, should surely have been mounted in the round. There were good fish taxidermists in both countries in that period. Cook’s reasoning for the type of mount is mysterious. The photo of the skin mount taken by Gord Ellis contradicts Mills’ description of “the fish was split down the middle,” because it illustrates more than half of the fish; because of this, there probably never was a second mount.

  Over the next few decades, according to Ellis, the mounts (or mount) were bandied around northwestern Ontario. Finally, one of them found its way back to Nipigon. For many years, the blackened, wrinkled skin of this wondrous trout gathered dust in a case in the Nipigon Museum, under a sign that read OLD, DEAD FISH. In 1990, the museum burned, and with it went half of the physical evidence of Cook’s catch. The other half, if there ever was one, is still out there, somewhere, maybe.

  There’s more to Mills’s story. The interview with Cook didn’t take place after he caught the fish, but after an incident that occurred 34 years later:

  [Toronto], Globe and Mail, May 1949

  
    Huge Speckled Trout Caught, Near 12 Pounds

    Barry’s Bay, Ont., May 11, (CP)

    This backwoods settlement is still talking about Murray Daly’s speckled trout—the monster, weighing nearly 12 pounds, he dragged from Spectacle Lakes Sunday. He caught it with worms and triple-hooked spinner while fishing in calm, shallow water, 50 feet off-shore. The trout took 20 minutes to land. It came close to the world record for speckled trout of 14½ pounds, set by Dr. J. W. Cook in 1916 with a fish caught on the Nipigon River, near Port Arthur. In New York, Field and Stream magazine said that prize-winning speckled trout in its contests for the last 10 years have averaged between five and eight pounds.

    “It didn’t put up as hard a fight as you’d imagine a fish that size would,” Mr. Daly, a 39-year-old lumber mill operator, told the Canadian press last night. “It was in pretty shallow water. Maybe in deep water it would have fought more.”

    Mr. Daly said he’d been fishing “since I was born” but he’d never seen a speckled trout like that.

  

  
    Having it Mounted

    Neither had any other fishermen in this district 100 miles north-west of Ottawa. All day Sunday they flocked into his house to see the fish, lodged in the Daly refrigerator and later put in a cold storage locker. Mr. Daly is having it mounted.

    The fish broke water constantly during the 2-minute battle, he said, but the shallow water kept it from diving. He was still-fishing with an 18-pond test line and an ordinary casting rod when the trout struck. Experts said it was too early in the season for flies.

    Mrs. Daly, who does a lot of fishing herself, was like most of the anglers in the district. She, at first, didn’t think it was a speckled trout. The average one caught in Canada runs at little more than three pounds.

    Spectacle Lakes—10 miles from the border of Algonquin Park and renamed because they resemble spectacles—were restocked with thousands of fingerling trout within the last three years and fishing was permitted this year for the first time since restocking. Mr. Daly’s fish was estimated to be between six and eight years old, one of the few left in the lakes before they were fished out.

  

  
    Record Holder Believes Fish Story

    Fort William, May 12, (CP)

    Dr. J. W. Cook said yesterday he could quite believe that Murray J. Daly was almost speechless after hooking a speckled trout weighing 11 pounds, 13 ounces last Sunday in Spectacle Lake near Barry’s Bay, Ont. It was Dr. Cook who, 34 years ago, caught the largest speckled trout on record, a monster topping the scales at 14 pounds, 8 ounces.

    Dr. Cook’s big fish was mounted and now hangs in the Fort William Tourist Bureau. He made his catch at Macdonald’s Rapids, about a mile below Virgin Falls on the Nipigon River, in 1915.

    “The river that day was covered with brown flies,” Dr. Cook recalled. “I was fishing with a minnow. When it had settled a little below the surface, the big fish took the bite and was away.”

    Dr. Cook played his fish and called friends to bring a net. He played it for some time and netted it after a great struggle.

    “When he opened the fish, it was found to have a stomach full of brown flies,” he said. “It was greedy enough to take the minnow, too.” Dr. Cook first thought he had landed a lake trout. But as it lay on the shore, Indian guides began to gibber and gesture excitedly. The insisted he had caught an extremely big speckled trout. The fish was weighed and certified by fish experts at Ottawa.

  

  That’s not quite the full story of this half of the fish, according to Dan Gapen Sr.—Don Gapen’s second son, who grew up on the banks of the Nipigon River. His father ran one of Canadian Pacific Railway’s grand resort hotels at “Nepigon Station,” located on a high bluff above the eastern side of the river, and the fish was displayed in the hotel for many years. When the hotel was sold and the family moved back to their original home in Minnesota, Gapen kept the fish. The birch-bark mount was pulled out of the basement from time to time and traveled with him and his father to various sportsmen’s shows in the Midwest to help them promote Gapen’s fly, the Muddler Minnow, and a line of fishing lures and equipment.
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  Figure 2.3 A 13-pound brook trout? No! it’s a 13-pound splake taken by Esko Kuokkanen of Thunder Bay in 1993. Most splake are man-made crosses between female lake trout and male brook trout; they are usually sterile and the progeny more closely resemble lake-trout. However Kuokkanen’s splake was a natural cross between a male lake and a female brook trout; it more closely resembles the female and can reproduce.

  “It was pretty ratty-looking even when we first got it,” Dan Gapen said, “And age didn’t improve it any. After a while, most people forgot about the world’s record brook trout and we stopped hauling it around.” Gapen, who enjoys dual citizenship, encouraged the museum idea in Nipigon. When it was finally set up, he returned the fish to Canada.

  Nor does the saga of the 14½-pound brook trout end with its loss in the fire or the whereabouts of the other half. W. B. Scott, in a 1973 Fisheries Research Bulletin (Canada), said that “Andrew Lexie mounted both sides of the fish on birch bark backgrounds.”

  “Whether there is another side to this mount is now a hot topic,” Gord Ellis wrote in a personal communication in December 1994. “One Nipigon old-timer told me this year that there was no second side, that it is a modern myth. He said that it took more than half the fish to make a half-fish mount.” Looking at the photograph Ellis took of the mount before it was destroyed in 1990, I tend to agree with the “old-timer.”
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  From the beginning, there were doubts about both Daniel Webster’s and Dr. John William Cook’s fish being brook trout. Both were identified as being brook trout by experts at the times. However, were they brook trout only in outward appearance? Can a genetically pure brook trout, Salvelinus fontinalis, really grow to 14 or more pounds? This question has never been fully laid to rest. But it was again challenged by events that took place as recently as late May 1993, and not far from the Nipigon.

  The environment on Long Island easily could have produced a 14½-pounder in 1827. The lower half of the Carmans River is tidal and flows into saline Great South Bay and the Atlantic Ocean. The river just below Fireplace Mills is fresh water, but is backed up by tides. A few hundred yards farther downstream it’s all salt. Brook trout, like other charrs and salmon, are anadromous—that is, they’re capable of living in either fresh or salt water. As brook trout grow, their diet changes from insects to small and then larger fish. The abundance of small fishes to feed upon is a real attraction to brook trout that have access to a marine environment. And access to the Atlantic was much more direct in 1827 than it is today. At that time, Smith Inlet, just 2 miles from the river’s mouth, was open to the ocean. Food there was limitless, and an already big brook trout had little to fear from most predators as long as it avoided bluefish. It would thus have been able to reach its maximum growth potential.

  There are big brook trout elsewhere in strictly freshwater environments, but only a few come close to challenging Cook’s fish, an all-tackle International Game Fish Association record. The current world-record brook trout taken on a fly rod is a 10-pound, 7-ounce fish taken on the Assinica Branch of the Broadback River in Québec. On other gear it’s a 12-pound, 2-ounce brook trout taken from a lake in Argentina that was stocked in 1908 and had no other salmonids. Ken Bohling Jr., who caught this fish, said that when it was first landed it probably weighed at least 13½ pounds. The fish wasn’t brought to a scale until several days later. It took first place in IGFA’s 1991 annual fishing contest, but didn’t qualify for a line-class record because the 15-year-old sent it to the IGFA too late.

  For a few weeks in 1993, Esko Kuokkanen shook the world of brook trout anglers. While fishing on a large, clear lake near his home in Thunder Bay, he hooked and landed a huge trout that had a square tail, red dots surrounded by a light blue halo, vermiculations over its back, and the telltale white piping on its fins with black backup strips—a brook trout’s trademark. It weighed 13 pounds, 4.1 ounces, was 29½ inches long, and had a girth of 19 inches—all in proportion for a brook trout that large. Superficially it looked like a brook, and that’s what Ministry of Natural Resources (MNR) biologist Jon George at first said it was. But then he decided that it didn’t look quite right. Just to be sure, the fish was sent to Lakehead University, where Professor Walter Monmot did an internal examination. After counting the pyloric ceca, he said he thought it might be a splake. The number fell between those of a brook and of a lake trout.

  To be absolutely sure, a sample of the fish was then sent to MNR’s genetic assessment lab in Maple, in southern Ontario. “It is a true splake, 50 percent brook trout and 50 percent lake trout,” said Bill Martin, the senior research technician who analyzed the sample of Kuokkanen’s fish. “We would call this a first generation splake. The splake stocked by [MNR] hatcheries are usually a lake trout backcross, which means a female lake trout is bred with a male splake.”

  “Backcross” splake more closely resemble lake trout because they’re genetically 75 percent lake trout and 25 percent brook trout, have a slightly forked tail, have a smaller lake trout-like head, and often lack the blue halos around the red dots. More than likely, Kuokkanen’s fish was a natural hybrid, even though these are a rare occurrence. The genetic composition of all charr species is so similar that natural hybridization does occur from time to time. There’s evidence that in northern Labrador, brook trout have hybridized in the wild with Arctic charr (Hammar).

  Gord Ellis’s comments in a Thunder Bay newspaper at the time of the catch make interesting speculation. “The fact that the Nipigon [River] system has had evidence of some lake trout-brook trout hybridization,” he wrote, “opens an interesting can of worms. Is it even remotely possible that Dr. Cook’s big ‘spec’ had a little lake trout blood in its veins? Perish the thought!

  “Lake trout and brook trout have always lived quite closely together in the big river. A piece written in 1884 recounts a fishing trip on the Nipigon River and the writer, Henry Vail, mentions catching brook trout and lake trout side by side in the heavy water below Virgin Falls [now flooded by dams]. Located less than a mile below this spot, was Rabbit Rapids, home of the legendary 14½-pounder. More recently, a video tape was made of a lake trout and brook trout going through the spawning motions on the lower Nipigon River. And of course, the geneticists have already proven that these unions can bear fruit.

  “Whether Cook’s giant trout was really a hybrid will probably never be known. The old wrinkled mount of the world record went up in smoke along with the rest of the Nipigon Museum—ruling out the chance of DNA testing.

  “Perhaps it’s just as well. It sure would be a letdown to learn that Dr. Cook’s storied old fish was—like Kuokkanen’s dandy—just a really big splake.”
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  3

  WHAT’S IN A NAME?

  HOW DID THIS STRICTLY NORTH AMERICAN CHARR GET its name? Who named this bespeckled beauty? When? And why did they call it a brook trout when it wasn’t a trout at all?

  These are gnawing questions to many brook trout fishers. The attempt to answer them reveals some of the fish’s characteristics— its penchant for specific environments and its ability to cope with changes in its unique biosphere. It also reveals much about the kind of people who came in daily contact with brook trout and brings to light the role this species played in the development of America.

  It seems likely that the first English-speaking people to see Salvelinus fontinalis, and add it to their diet and vocabulary, were settlers of Plymouth, Massachusetts, in 1620. More than 200 European boats were fishing for cod off Newfoundland as early as 1578, among them vessels from England, and although they may well have seen sea-run brook trout in the estuary at the mouth of the St. John’s River, we have no record of anyone noting their existence. Though the English settlement of Jamestown in Virginia predated Plymouth by 13 years, there were no brook trout in the lower portions of the James River for them to discover.

  In 1602, Bartholomew Gosnold, one of Sir Walter Raleigh’s captains, was sent to Buzzards Bay to found a colony. He failed to do so, but a few years later returned to set up his own trading post on Cuttyhunk Island, on the extreme western end of the Elizabeth Islands, a chain that begins at the southwestern end of Cape Cod. There he passed several winters, and may have seen trout if he trekked east to the mainland or took a boat north from Cuttyhunk Island across Buzzards Bay. He surely found striped bass plentiful at Cuttyhunk and readily talked about it, but he never told anyone about seeing anything that looked like a trout.
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  Figure 3.1 Fresh Water Trout. Dr. Jerome V. C. Smith’s “Common Trout” the first illustration ever reproduced of the Eastern brook trout, Salvelinus fontinalis, from his 1833 book Natural History of the Fishes of Massachusetts.

  The only Europeans of this period who may have been familiar with this fish were French fur traders and Jesuit priests who settled the North Shore of the St. Lawrence River. In 1599, they established the wilderness outpost of Tadoussac where the Saguenay River flows into the St. Lawrence. It’s the oldest continuous French settlement on the continent. More than likely they saw brook trout, because the fish annually migrate up the Saguenay to spawn in nearby brooks, away from the saline St. Lawrence. However, they would have used the term l’omble de mer or truite de mer for those sea-run brook trout in the big river; l’omble de fontaine for those in the brooks. It’s unlikely they were the first Europeans to see brook trout, however. French fur traders predated the Dutch on the lower end of Manhattan Island. They had established a transient village on the shores of a deep, freshwater pond on the lower part of the island that later became known as The Collect.

  Back in what was later to become Massachusetts, and only 250 yards to the southeast of where 18-year-old Priscilla Mullins became the first European to tread on Plymouth Rock, on Monday morning, December 11, 1620, was a small stream that tumbled from the hills into Plymouth Harbor. The stream was one reason this band of wayward pilgrims chose this site over two others: It had “the best water that ever we drank.” It also had brook trout.

  The next day, as they rode at anchor aboard the Mayflower off Plymouth Beach, the settlers laid out a plan for New Plymouth, as they called it, and named the stream Town Brook—“brook” being the common term for small streams in their native East Anglia.

  Brook comes from Old English, a language era arbitrarily designated as ending in A.D. 1150. Old English is only slightly modified Saxon, the Teutonic dialect those invaders brought with them from mainland Europe. The term has its root in the Saxon word broc, pronounced “bruk.” When the Pilgrims finished naming the moving waters of the New World, there wasn’t a creek, kill, or stream within miles of Plymouth. They were all brooks.

  Nor were trout unfamiliar to these settlers. Trout were abundant in English streams—true trout, brown trout to be exact, a close relative and genealogical spinoff of Atlantic salmon. That the fish they saw in Town Brook were really charr made no difference to Priscilla Mullins or anyone else who went there to fetch a pail of water. They were shaped like brown trout and they had spots like brown trout, although colored a bit differently. The only real distinction was that they tasted a lot better than English trout. These had to be trout, and because they were found in brooks, henceforth they were called brook trout.

  Of course, fish nomenclature wasn’t important to the colonists, and they changed the fish’s name to reflect where it lived. Thus, the trout found in the numerous ponds surrounding New Plymouth were called “pond” trout. Pond is another typically Old English word. And when they were caught from the waters of Plymouth Harbor or outside in Cape Cod Bay, they were called “sea” trout. Thus the same fish was called brook, pond, or sea trout, depending upon locale. Later, sea trout were also called “salters.”

  This practice continued for more than 200 years in New England in general and Massachusetts in particular. In 1833, a physician-turned-ichthyologist (also see “Mitchill” in the bibliography) produced this country’s second attempt to classify its fishes. When it came to identifying brook trout, he could have been one of Scrooby village postmaster William Brewsters’ boys. The following is from his book: A Natural History of the Fishes of Massachusetts, by Jerome V.C. Smith, M.D., Boston, 1833:

  
    These are pond-trout, river or brook-trout, and sea-trout. The two former being such fish as live exclusively in fresh water, and the latter, such as live, a great part of the year, in that which is salt or brackish, ascending the streams as spring advances, and returning to their native element so soon as the spawning season is over. [Smith had it reversed.]

    There are but few natural ponds or lakes in this state which contain trout, for it is that which is found in natural ponds, which we denominate pond-trout, and not the more common fish which is generally found in artificial mill-ponds, and which closely resembles such as are found in the brooks and rivers, which being flooded, form the ponds.

  

  “But what’s in a name?” asked Shakespeare. To paraphrase the bard, would this fish by any other name smell, look, or taste the same?

   

  Aana

  American brook trout

  Atagwasu

  Aurora trout

  Breac

  Brook charr (char)

  Brook trout

  Coaster

  Eastern brook trout

  Eastern speckled trout

  Fontinalis (Argentina)

  Hemlock trout

  Iqalugaq

  Masmakus (Mashmakus)

  Masumek

  Matamekew

  Mouchetée

  Mountain Trout (in the Carolinas)

  Mud trout (In the Maritimes)

  New York charr (char)

  Omble de fontaine

  Omble mouchetée

  Samon trout

  Salter

  Sea trout

  Slob trout

  Speck

  Speckled charr (char)

  Speckled trout

  Spotted trout

  Squaretail

  Square-tailed trout

  Truite

  Truite de mer

  Truite ruisseau

  Truite saumonée

  White sea trout

   

  Table 3.1 Here’s the ultimate list of common names for brook trout as used by Americans, English- and French-speaking Canadians, and various Indian and Inuit dialects. Small wonder that a trout known so intimately by so many people for such a long time evolved so many aliases.

  The answer is yes, but maybe not when it comes to Salvelinus fontinalis, because answering the question What is this fish’s name? May explain its game.

  Its more popular alias in the United States is brook trout, more specifically eastern brook trout, but it’s also known by its descriptive names: speckled trout in Canada, squaretail in Maine. While it does live in brooks, it also lives in streams, creeks, rivers, ponds, lakes, and even salt water. In the latter environs it’s still referred to as sea trout or sometimes the salter, but mostly by old-time Long Islanders or Cape Codders. While the Great Lakes aren’t saline and brook trout there could thus never be called salters, those that annually leave rivers and streams to wander about this vast freshwater sea are there called “coasters.”

  But isn’t “eastern” in the name redundant? We know its natural range is restricted to eastern North America, in the Appalachians as far south as Georgia, as far north as Labrador and Ungava, and as far west as Minnesota. However, there was a good reason “eastern” was later tacked onto “brook trout,” although it’s no longer valid today.

  When settlers, most of English descent or recent arrivals, first came down the western slopes of the Rocky Mountains, they too discovered that brooks there were filled with trout; ergo, these fish first became known as brook trout. For a time these western trout were called just brook trout. But because they looked considerably different from brook trout in the East, there was a compelling need to call them something else. To end this madness they were called California brook trout, and later just California trout.

  These same trout also swam in brooks in Washington, Oregon, British Columbia, and even Alaska. People in these areas didn’t take kindly to others calling their trout “California trout.” Even in California, and everywhere else for that matter, people who had been east at one time or another didn’t think they looked much like brook trout. Even easterners were getting confused, so they and Californians agreed to call the fish from the East eastern brook trout, and those from the West western brook trout. About that time, westerners who still didn’t like the handle hung on their trout made another change and began calling them rainbow trout, after the colors along their sides.

  Well, that ended the confusion in the West, but brook trout were indelibly marked as eastern brook trout. The name “eastern brook trout,” brookies for short, was universally accepted by biologists and lay fishers until fish culturists decided to get involved.

  The ecologies of many rivers, streams, brooks, and creeks in the East were in a state of flux; waters were rapidly losing their brook trout populations because of the denudation of the eastern forests. Watersheds without their leafy mantles warmed above 69 or 70 degrees, and brookies couldn’t tolerate the heat. They either moved upstream to cooler water or died.

  Fish culturists hate a void. In the mid- to late 1800s they discovered so many trout streams within their aegis without trout that they began stocking exotic species. In 1883, Baron Lucius von Behr and Fred Mather stepped onto the scene. Behr shipped jars upon jars of fertilized trout eggs collected from fish on his Black Forest estate in Germany to Mather’s newly completed fish hatchery in Cold Spring Harbor, on Long Island.

  Their brown coloration and country of origin led American anglers to dub the new arrivals “German brown trout.” However, about 1917, everything German in this country developed a negative connotation and fish managers dropped the “German.” The fish were simply called brown trout. Since they could survive slightly higher temperatures they were stocked in streams that once held brook trout, and some that still did.

  But what about our brookies?

  Where both species appeared in the same stream, lay fishermen began calling brookies “natives,” as opposed to foreigners or non-native imports such as brown trout. The fish didn’t mind, and both species got along to a degree. However, natives tended to sulk in stream and pool bottoms or moved into smaller feeder streams, where temperatures were a degree or two cooler. And when bigger waters warmed in July and August, the natives went home and the browns settled deeper in the deepest pools.

  Culturists thought there was room for more variety in eastern streams, and imported from California cans upon cans of California trout, alias rainbow trout. “Bows,” as some anglers call them, like a habitat somewhere between those preferred by brown and by brook trout, perhaps favoring the brook trout’s environment. The natives didn’t have a chance. Rainbows are far more aggressive and grow bigger and faster than brookies. In a short time, the natives didn’t dare set fin in the main stream. They were relegated to smaller, shallower, tree-covered feeder streams. Only when they were a few years older and big enough not to become rainbow fodder did they dare venture into the realm usurped by western brook trout.

  While ‘bows were great fighters and leapers and became immediate favorites with some anglers, others still demanded that their fish managers keep streams well stocked with natives as well as foreigners. To accomplish this, eastern hatcheries began turning out tons of small brookies for the streams. But the constant interbreeding produced a lackluster fish that preferred worms, liver, or pellet-shaped flies, that had little or no inclination to fight, and whose flesh paled in both color and taste to the salmon-colored meat of the original brook trout.

  After years of complaint, in an attempt to revitalize their brood fish and return to something akin to the original fish, hatchery managers began to import foreign brookies—not really that foreign, maybe more like lost siblings. The managers went north to the Rivers Temiscamie and Assinica in Québec, where wild brook trout lived that were really big and even more gaudily colored. It was hoped that these wild strains would bolster the genetics of the pen-raised pets. It worked, to a degree, but many of these wild fish also became tamed in the process.

  Today there’s a trend, a very intelligent trend, that couldn’t have taken place 100 years ago, because the ecology of the streams at that time had been so altered that they wouldn’t sustain a wild population of brook trout. But now, thanks to vast natural and managed reforestation efforts, the return to a near-natural state of large numbers of failed hillside farms, and various stream reclamation efforts, the water quality in many trout streams has risen. By adopting the new method of selecting remnants of remaining wild strains of brook trout as hatchery stock—but only for a single unique watershed—managers have slowly been able to reestablish natives in some of their original habitat.

  All of this may seem like a lot of effort to replace a trout that isn’t even a trout. Actually, Salvelinus fontinalis is a charr. True, it’s a close cousin to the trout, as close as cousins can get, but just calling it a trout doesn’t make it one. Salvelinus is an old Germanic word for Arctic charr found in the Alps. The literature just says that it’s an old name; no one has even explained what it means. Fontinalis is easy: It’s latin (fons) and means “dweller near springs,” which is just what brookies do. “Charr,” sometimes wrongly spelled “char,” is an adequate name for brook trout. It’s derived from the Celtic word cear, which means “blood.” The name is appropriate because the sides of all charrs—the only charr they saw in Europe was the Arctic charr—turn blood red during the fall spawning period.

  Of course, brookies aren’t the world’s only misnamed charr. There are Dolly Varden trout, lake trout, bull trout, and kundascha leucomaenis) in Asia—and all are charr. The only charr actually called “charr” is the circumpolar Arctic charr. The more nearly correct name for Salvelinus fontinalis (it’s still off the mark) is the one used in Canada: the speckled trout. Of course, most Canadians call them “speckles” and nothing else. If I were to select a new name for this fish, I’d call it “speckled charr,” which means what it says and nothing else. Some ichthyologists were even tossing around a new term for charrs wrongly called trout: brook charr—along with lake charr, Dolly Varden charr, bull charr, as well as Arctic charr. These sound very appropriate, but I still like speckled charr best.

  [image: image]


  II

  BROOK TROUT AND THEIR UNIQUENESS
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  WHAT ARE BROOK TROUT AND HOW DID THEY GET HERE?

  Order: Salmoniformis (fish with soft-rayed fins)

  Family: Salmonidae (trout, salmon, and whitefish)

  Genus: Salvelinus (an old Germanic name for charr)

  Subgenus: Baione (a suggested subgenus)

  Species: Fontinalis (living in springs)

  BROOK TROUT ARE MEMBERS OF AN ANCIENT ORDER OF fishes that had its beginnings more than 100 million years ago in the Oligocene Epoch—a geological time zone characterized by the development of higher forms of animals. The Salmonidae, today represented by the salmons, trouts, charrs, whitefishes, and ciscos, vary greatly in outward appearance, but are grouped together because they all have two features in common: adipose and pelvic fins. The adipose is a small, vestigial fin—fleshy, and lacking supportive fin rays—located on the back between the dorsal and beginning of the caudal (tail) fin. Its function is a mystery to ichthyologists. Oddly enough, it also appears on some species of catfish—a far cry from the salmonids.

  Paleoichthyologists theorize that somewhere before the Oligocene Epoch of the Quaternary period on the geological clock, probably in the late Mesozoic era, all of these adipose-finned fish had a common ancestor; they all possess a double number of chromosomes, while other closely related orders in their class contain single sets of chromosomes, as do most other animals. An examination of their fossilized remains and extrapolation of physical characteristics, usually from bony skeletal parts, indicates that a progressive reduction of bony skull parts had begun by the Oligocene Epoch; it would continue to modern examples. This indicates that charrs (Salvelini, plural) and another branch of the salmonlike fishes (e.g., smelts) had already divided into separate groups. Charr differ from true trout in that they have teeth only on the head of the chevron of the vomer, a boat-shaped bone in the back part of the mouth’s roof, and these are often only feebly developed.
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  Figure 4.1 A suggested Phytogeny of North American Salvelini (Smith and Stearley).

  In the late Oligocene, the salmonlike group divided into Salmo and Oncorhynchus. Sometime during the Pliocene Epoch, Salmo had an offshoot, the brown trout; during the Miocene, Oncorhynchus divided into the six Pacific salmon species, along with another branch that today is represented by rainbow and cutthroat trout. These two later species, along with brown trout, are the world’s only true trouts.

  On the other side of the salmonid tree, the Salvelini also divided during the late Miocene. During the next epoch, Pliocene, one branch gave rise to conflentus (bull trout), malma (Dolly Varden), and alpinus (Arctic charr), and the other to fontinalis (brook trout), namaycush (lake trout), leucomaenis (kundascha), and a few other Asiatic forms whose taxonomy is still being evolved.

  A unique feature developed in the brook/lake trout branch that may have its manifestations in today’s examples of these two species. Unlike Arctic charr, Dolly Varden, and bull trout—whose taxonomy is still in a state of flux because of the great variety of strains and even subspecies of these circumpo-lar fishes that appear in the northern Hemisphere—brook and lake trout physically appear quite similar to all other brook and lake trout throughout their ranges. Thus it seems likely that current forms of these two species have changed little since their parent stock broke away from other Salvelini; they, too, then separated in the Pliocene epoch.

  The only recognized variation in lake trout is the Siscowet. It appears only in Lake Superior, and is regarded by some taxonomists as a subspecies: Salvelinus namaycush siscowet. This lake trout carries an exceptional amount of fat, probably as insulation, because it prefers deeper water than the other lake trout with which it cohabits; it even spawns at depths below 300 feet.

  Different strains of brook trout do exist, but rarely in the same watershed, and this calls for a definition of strain. As an example, one population of brook trout may have initially colonized a single watershed. For this example, assume that the watershed was composed of two main branches. One drained a high, rugged, and hilly or mountainous terrain, while the second meandered at a lower elevation with less relief. As long as the lower branch remained in the same physical state with its flora intact, one strain filled both branches. But as the lower branch experienced forestry, farming, and the effects of civilization, only those brook trout with a different genetic (genotypic) makeup—one that gave them the ability to adapt to an elevated mean temperature, turbid waters, and fewer gravel beds upon which to spawn—survived. Today, the brook trout in both branches would appear the same (phenotypic), but differ genetically and hence are considered by some a different strain. In efforts to rehabilitate such streams, it’s crucial to the success of the stocking effort that the stocked fish be of the same genotypic characteristics as the native. This may require a search to the very headwaters of that branch, and seeking out populations that have been isolated. The next step is to determine genetically the gene pool to which they belong (Krueger).

  Different strains or even subspecies occur naturally and frequently in all fishes, but for some unexplained reason this phenomenon in brook trout seems suppressed. Here, the causative factor for strains is usually isolation from the species’ main genetic pool. Only two examples of different strains, or subspecies, have been recorded as cohabitating with mainstream brook trout. One is the aurora trout, a nonspotted brook trout that appeared in three small lakes at the headwaters of the Montreal River in the Témiskaming district of Ontario. It was first described by biologists in 1925 as a distinct species, Salvelinus timagamiensis, and believed to be a form of Arctic charr, because it lacked the typical vermiculates on the back characteristic of all brook trout. However, further scrutiny of the aurora trout in 1967 showed that it was too closely allied to fontinalis to be considered a separate species; it was then reclassified as Salvelinus fontinalis timagamiensis. Sadly, by this time the stock of aurora trout was so reduced that reproduction failed. Today it’s doubtful that any examples remain alive. (See the discussion of the aurora trout, pages 84–86.)

  The other brook trout that didn’t outwardly look like a brook trout was the silver charr, which shared Monadnock Lake near Dublin, New Hampshire, with typical-looking brook trout. It was first described as a species, Salvelinus agassizii. Biologists of the day thought it more closely related to lake trout than brook trout because, like lake trout, it moved into shallow waters in October to spawn. However, in 1967 ichthyologist Dr. Robert J. Behnke, examining preserved examples, showed that it had evolved instead from brook trout. The silver trout is now believed to be extinct, its demise caused not by stock reduction but by assimilation with existent brook trout. Even though brook trout had long coexisted with silver, for some reason their presence eventually eliminated the strain. Only 13 examples, all preserved specimens, remain of the silver trout. That they crossed with brook trout was an indication of the closeness of their relation to fontinalis rather than alpinus. Later DNA testing of tissue from preserved examples of silver charr and aurora trout showed that both were closely linked to brook trout.

  Early confusion as to the niche brook trout should occupy derived from the numerous early methods of naming a new plant or animal, usually done in the namer’s native language. What was needed was an international way of naming species in a language all biologists could understand. This task finally was undertaken by Caroli A. von Linné (1701–78), a Swedish botanist. Among other things, in 1758 he devised the binominal nomenclature system of naming existing and new species. Linné decided to use Latin, the Italic language of Rome, not only because of its wide use in many different countries but because of its use in many universities that were often run by the Catholic church. The name of the first person to describe a species was added to the end of the two Latinized names (genus and species) and all three became that species’ scientific name. He latinized his own name, too, and throughout literature was known as Linnaeus. With some modifications his became the system used by today’s scientists.

  In 1732, Linné explored Lapland in what today is northern Norway, Sweden, and Finland, and there first encountered Arctic charr. When it came to naming this fish, however, he relied on descriptions by predecessors and their vocabulary. He placed Arctic charr in a genus he called Salvelinus, which first appeared in his book Systema naturae, published in 1758. He never explained or defined the meaning of Salvelinus. No one today is quite sure of its meaning. Some believe it might have been the word Laplanders used for this red sustenance fish found in their lakes and rivers.

  However, according to John Hammar (Hammer), a scientist with the Swedish Institute of Freshwater Research and an avid charr biologist since the 1970s, “Salvelinus has nothing to do with any Scandinavian, Finnish, or Sami words for charr.” According to Hammar, Linné’s original papers referred to earlier papers by others. Among them were Francis Willughby’s two papers, De Historia Piscium and Ichthyographia, from 1686, with reference to the charr Umbla altera and including the German expression “ein Salvelin.”

  The German word for Arctic charr is See-Saibling (also Salbing or Sailbing). Hammar and Peter B. Mayle (Mayle) of the Department of Wildlife and Fishes Biology, University of California at Davis, believe, as do many other ichthyologists (probably because of Arno Press’s [New York Times Co.] 1978 reprinting of Willughby’s papers), that the words Salvelinus and Saibling are derived from the German-related expression Salvelin. Further, according to Hammar, Artedi (1738), upon which Linné bases his charr descriptions, places the origin of the word Salvelinus with charr found in a watershed in Austria, outside of Linz. In all likelihood, Linné took the German reference Salvelini and latinized it to Salvelinus. The origin of the word charr is easy: it’s Celtic and was discussed in chapter 3.

  There were no brook trout in Europe at the time Linné was renaming his world, so the first scientific description of brook trout was done in North America by Dr. Samuel Latham Mitchill (1764—1831). Using Linné’s system but not his intuitiveness, Mitchill wrongly placed brook trout in the genus Salmo, and it became Salmo fontinalis (Mitchill). The fault wasn’t all his. In Mitchill’s day there were no biologists as we know them today; most were physicians, who usually worked in more than one or two disciplines. Mitchill was the epitome of these men. While he was first a physician, he was also a man of many trades and at best master of none.

  Born in North Hampstead on Long Island, New York, he served both in Albany and Washington at various times as a senator and congressman. He was also an academic who taught, but not all at once, natural history, agriculture, botany, and chemistry at Columbia College. He was an avid promoter of science as well as a practicing physician and a prolific writer. His most notable contribution was a paper on the fishes of New York State. At the time, the biological sciences as we know them were in their infancy. Many errors were made due to primitive procedural techniques and a general lack of knowledge, which allowed specimens to be placed in the wrong genera, orders, or even families based on incorrect morphological analysis. Mitchill was also a sloppy biologist and made errors in observation that later embarrassed even him.

  He had foresight, however, and named the brook trout, in the first edition of Report, In Part, of Samuel L. Mitchill, M.D., Professor Natural History & etc., of the Fishes of New York. This was a vanity printing done January 1, 1814, by D. Carlisle, No. 31 Broadway. Later that same year it was republished, without mention of the first printing, and with some but not all needed corrections, in Transactions of the Literary and Philosophical Society of New York (I-355–492).

  While the book was poor as a piece of biological literature, it was “one of the rarest contributions to ichthyology,” according to Dr. Theodore Gill, professor of zoology at Columbia University and this country’s preeminent biologist at the turn of the century, in his 1898 introduction to an exact reprint of Mitchill’s publication. Gill believed the book was valuable because it was the first attempt in the United States to begin scientifically classifying fish. Dedicated brook trout anglers might be interested in reading Mitchill’s exact description of their fish:

  
    Salmo S. Fontinalis*—

    New York Trout

    Mouth wide. Teeth sharp. Tongue distinct. Skin without scales. Back a mottled pale and brown. Sides dark brown with yellow and red spots; the yellow larger than the red. The latter appearing like scarlet dots. Lateral line straight. The yellow and red spots both above and below that line. Sides of the abdomen orange red. Lowest part of the belly whitish, with a smutty tinge. First rays of the pectoral, ventral and anal fins white, the second black; the rest purplish red. Dorsal fin mottled, of yellowish and black. Tail rather concave, but not amounting to a fork, and of a reddish purple, with blackish spots above and below. Eye large, iris pale.

    [13] Rays B.10; V7: P. 12: D. 13-0: A.11: C.23.

    *Its characters, as derived from the fins and colours, differs so much from the salmo fario of the books, that it may be deemed another species; or at any rate a wide variety.

  

  Most of the 24 species Mitchill described came from fish markets, which lined lower Manhattan along Fulton Street. However, when it came to brook trout, he made his examination in situ (on location). Being a native Long Islander, he was already familiar with this fish and its wide distribution, because at that time Long Island offered the best brook trout fishing in the country. The island was endowed with many spring-fed ponds and streams that were always cool, an ideal habitat for this species. In the second publication of that year, he added personal comment to the more reserved scientific description of a brook trout:

  
    Is reckoned to be a most dainty fish. They travel to Hempstead and Islip, for the pleasure of catching and eating him. He is bought at the extravagant price of a quarter of a dollar for a single fish not more than 10 or 12 inches long. He lives in running water only, and not in stagnant ponds; and, therefore, the lively streams descending north and south from their sources on Long-Island, exactly suit the constitution of this fish. The heaviest Long-Island trout that I have heard of, weighed four and a half pounds.

  

  I copy the following article from the news-papers: “Mr. Robbins, of the Philadelphia theatre, visited Long-Island (New York State) in the late summer of 1814; during his stay in that place, he caught one hundred and ninety fresh-water trout, weighing as follows, viz.

  [image: image]

  Purvis’s fish was caught at Sam Carman’s tavern (Fireplace Mills) at the “crossing-over place.” Daniel Webster’s 14½-pound trout, caught 16 years and one month later, probably had its outline drawn under that of Mr. Purvis’s brook trout. Drawing outlines of big brook trout on walls was the custom of the period, as it is today in many fishing camps.

  It didn’t take long for more exacting biologists of the day to begin correcting many of Mitchill’s errors. Mitchill had grouped the brook trout with Salmo because it so closely resembled the brown trout. The genus designation was revised in 1836 by John Richardson, an English biologist who traveled across northern Canada in 1826 with Sir John Franklin, the English admiral and Arctic explorer. Richardson, in his book Fauna Borieli Americain, which resulted from the adventure, reclassified the brook trout as Salvelinus fontinalis (Mitchill). Mitchill’s name was still attached to the scientific name but now appeared, as is the correct procedure, in parentheses because the Latin name had been modified. Richardson, who also called this fish “The New York Charr,” was the first to classify the fish as a charr species, although he wasn’t the first to use the generic name. In 1832, S. Nilsson (in Prodromus ichthyologieae Scandinaviae) reclassified the lake trout as a Salvelini (plural), which would have included the brook trout, although he didn’t refer to it. In later literature (1893) it was described as genus Salvelinis (Nilsson) Richardson, meaning that Nilsson first used the name Salvelinus (not necessarily brook trout but for other charrs) and was then corrected by Sir John Richardson. This is the reason Richardson’s name isn’t in parentheses.

  An early New York biologist, James E. DeKay, in Zoology of New York, 1842, believing that brook trout should be in a genus of their own, separate from lake trout and other charrs, replaced Salvelinus with Bione. However, few followed his name change. Even though the genus name Salvelinus was now correct, writers who followed—even some with science backgrounds, such as Thaddeus Norris, in his classic The American Angler’s Book (1864)—either preferred to use Salmo rather than Salvelinus or were unaware of the change.

  The first general publication to use Salvelinus was a revision of G. Brown Goode’s massive species compendium American Fishes. The book was first published in 1887, but was revised and expanded in 1903 by Dr. Theodore Gill. It appeared a year after American Food & Game Fishes was published by David Starr Jordan and Barton W. Evermann. However, Jordan had already adopted Salvelinus (As did Ayres and Kirtland in the Boston Journal of Natural History) in 1878, in Proceedings of the U.S. Natural History Museum. However, it took someone of Jordan’s stature to make the change from Salmo to Salvelinus official. In the 1878 publication, he removed the older genus designation, continued the species designation, and when writing American Food & Game Fishes in 1886 described it again as Salvelinus. Even though this publication is now over 100 years old, Jordan and Evermann’s book is still the accepted authority for description and classification of many fish species. But Salmo didn’t die easily:

  
    The Eastern Brook Trout must have been discovered by the first settlers of North America soon after their coming to the New World; yet, strange to say, the only allusion to it in colonial times is in the “Remonstrance of New Netherlands” addressed by that colony to the States General in 1649. It was first brought before the world of science in 1814, when Dr. Mitchill named it Salmo fontinalis, a name which has become almost classical. Our ichthyologists having recently decided that its technical name shall be Salvelinus, a wail has arisen from our anglers, and the ever witty Charles Hallock* has voiced the general discontent in his rhythmical protest, beginning: “I am Salmo fontinalis,”* which concludes as follows:

    “No fulsome titles do I covet,

    Science holds no bribe for me.

    Slavery for those who love it.

    From nomenclature leave me free,

    Yet they call me Salvelinus.

    Can you fancy sin more heinous.”

    *Editor of Forest and Stream

    *American Angler II, 247

    From American Fishes by G. Browne Good, 1887

    Revised by Theodore Gill, 1903

     

    Baptism of the Brook Trout

    I AM Salmo fontinalis,

    To the sparkling fountain born,

    And my home is where oxalis,

    Heather bell and rose adorn

    The crystal basin in the dell,

    (Undine the wood-nymph knows it well,)

    That is where I love to dwell.

    There was I baptized and christened,

    ’Neath the somber aisles of oak,

    Mute the cascade paused and listened,

    Never a word the brooklet spoke;

    Bobolink was witness then,

    Likewise Ousel, Linnet, Wren,

    And all the brownies joined “amen.”

    Noted oft in ancient story,

    Erst from immemorial time,

    Poets, anglers, hermits hoary

    Confirm my vested rights sublime.

    All along the mountain range,

    ’Tis writ in mystic symbols strange:

    “Naught shall abrogate or change,”

    thus as Salmo Fontinalis

    Recognized the wide world o’er,*

    In my limpid crystal palace,

    Content withal, I ask no more;

    Leaping through the rainbow spray,

    Snatching flies the livelong day.

    Naught to do but live and play.

    *but scientists have changed this most appropriate

    designation to S. Salvelinus, more’s the pity!

    By Charles Hallock, in

    The Speckled Brook Trout, Louis Rhead, Ed., 1902

  

  The debate about the correct location of brook trout in the salmonid tree continues. More recently, in 1954, Canadian biologist Vadim D. Vladykov suggested a tentative rearrangement for charr in which Salvelinus fontinalis represents a distinct subgenus Baione, established in 1842 by DeKay. Vladykov reinstated the use of Baione as a subgeneric name to emphasize the distinction of Salvelinus fontinalis from other species in the genus. E. P. Slastenenko (1958) meanwhile used Bione as a generic designation for the brook trout. The subgeneric nomenclature was adopted by J. S. Nelson (1976) in Fishes of the World and Robert Behnke in 1980 (Charrs, ed. E. K. Balon), who also included the species Salvelinus agassizii (silver trout). However, S. U. Qadri dropped the use of the genus or subgenus Baione in his doctoral thesis in 1964, saying: “The genus or subgenus Baione, established because of the absence of basibranchial teeth, uninterrupted row of vomerine and palatine teeth, and square tail, is dropped because these features are also observed in various species of the genus Salvelinus.” While there is some division among ichthyologists today, most use Salvelinus as the generic name.
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  GLACIATION AND DISTRIBUTION OF BROOK TROUT

  THE WORLD OF THE BROOK TROUT HAS NEVER BEEN ONE of stability. Instead, it has been one with land masses in a constant state of flux, either separating, clashing, rising, or falling, with hemispheric ice sheets marching back and forth like huge bulldozers, scouring and reshaping the land and its lakes and rivers—and pushing and pulling its flora and fauna.

  During the Oligocene Epoch, 100 million or more years ago, something in the environment caused the main stem of the salmonids to separate from other bony fishes; soon thereafter the charrs separated from the salmon and true trout. This was in a geological period when the earliest glaciers—a phenomenon of which we have no real evidence but, when extrapolated back, explains events that followed—began to infringe upon the lives of fish and other animals in the Northern Hemisphere.

  Salmonids that became charrs probably possessed a physiology slightly different from their contemporaries that allowed them to move into and successfully colonize waters colder than other fish could tolerate. The champion of this cold-water habitat is the Arctic charr, but the brook trout is a close second. Cold-water environments are its arena. In some northern waters, Atlantic salmon also share a habitat with charrs, but they never reach the growth potential exhibited by more southerly salmon populations. Early after separation from the main stem of charrs, the common ancestor from which brook and lake trout eventually evolved developed a body type and physiology better suited to the changing ambient environment; adaptation was not a barrier to it. This lack of specialization was thus its salvation during these constantly changing times.

  [image: image]

  Figure 5.1 Map showing the southern limit of Glacial Drift in the United States. Some ice sheets extended farther south than the Wisconsin Ice Sheet, the youngest and uppermost. (after R. F. Flint)

  That it preferred cold water and had an unlimited supply of it across northern parts of the world was its key to survival. But in a very real way, this, too, was a specialization that doomed it when changes took place in the southern fringes of its range. Brook trout evolved an unspecialized body form that was unaffected by glacial movement. However, the fish’s distribution across eastern North America was profoundly manipulated by glaciers.

  There have been at least 10 separate ice ages within the last million years. There’s bountiful evidence left upon the land by the Wisconsin Ice Sheet, the last great continental glacier of the late Pleistocene, today’s epoch, that swept down from an epicenter near Hudson Bay. Glacial geologists have evidence that at least three earlier glaciers (Nebraksan, the oldest, and Kansan and Illinoisan) preceded it, and a few more probably date back to pre-Oligocene epochs. The last glacier, which began about 55,000 years ago, interests us most because it shaped the current distribution of brook trout.
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  Figure 5.2 Drainage changes in the Ohio and Mississippi river basins due to glaciation. Preglacial drainage courses are shown in broken lines. (After R. F Flint)

  Glaciers are the result of periodic changes in the shape of the earth’s elliptical orbit around the sun and changes in the earth’s angle of tilt toward the sun. It’s not so much cold winters that start the formation of glaciers as it is cold summers. Continental ice sheets, as they grow in size because of unmelted winter snows, become increasingly self-perpetuating. As they enlarge in size and weight they depress the earth’s land masses, which float on a core of molten magma. While one end of a continent is being depressed, the other end gains altitude, which further reduces that area’s mean temperatures.

  Twenty thousand years is hardly a blink in geological or evolutionary time. But it’s long enough for some fishes to evolve new strains or even species. In Salmonids, this occurred with Arctic charr but not brook or lake trout, with two possible exceptions. When the Wisconsin Glacier, about 20,000 years ago, sat more than 1,000 feet astride Manhattan, the isle wasn’t an island but a hilltop. The edge of the continental shelf and ocean were more than 70 miles away and 600 feet lower than today.

  At that time, the Arctic was on Manhattan and the temperate zone ranged as far south as today’s northern rim of the Gulf of Mexico. Most of central North America south of Canada drains southward, toward the Gulf, and those fish in the lakes and marshes at the northern ends of these rivers and their watersheds began to move southward with the advance of the glaciers. At the same time another phenomenon occurred. Temperate fishes on the southern edge were now able to move into an environment that had been too warm for their survival but that was now cooling to their liking. But those on the northern end, if they couldn’t link up with a southward-flowing watershed, faced extinction. If they couldn’t find passage routes away from the extreme cold to which they couldn’t adapt and waters too cold to hatch their eggs, then these trapped parts of populations were eradicated. All the fishes we today associate with the northern United States and Canada— northern pike, lake and brook trout, grayling, and even Arctic charr—were then common to the states that border the Gulf of Mexico.

  When a glacier recedes, just the opposite happens. Meltwater from the southern terminus of the Wisconsin Glacier filled the vast inland depression that housed the Great Lakes drainage and rose until it flowed out of the basin. At the southernmost end of this great ice mass, temporary lakes or refugia began to form. At first these usually flooded across the sources of several watersheds, such as the Mississippi and Ohio rivers, and gave the most northerly of fishes that were able to live near them a route to move east and west as far as a refugium extended. This freed some fish species restricted to eastern parts of the United States to move a few degrees westward, and those in the center to move eastward.

  The refugium at the southern end of the Great Lakes basin became the center of the northward-expanding brook trout population. As its ice retreated northwad, various parts of the Great Lakes became ice-free and the water often rose above its present elevation, allowing brook trout to cross later physical barriers and to disperse and continuously colonize new areas as each became available. However, it was not an even retreat. As climatic changes vacillated back and forth, glacial tongues reentered valleys and reengulfed lakes, only to melt and move back again. Refugia glacial melt created slowly shifting habitats, and the ever-opportunistic brook trout continued to exist. Though local extinctions probably took place, recolonizations were common occurrences.

  One of the early unravelers of post glacial distribution of Great Lakes fish was Dr. H. H. MacKay, of the Fish and Wildlife Branch of Ontario’s Department of Lands and Forests. He wrote the following in Fishes of Ontario, 1963:

  
    Because of early connections between the Alaska-Yukon route and the more southerly areas which were free of ice, it is believed that all the salmonids (except the brook trout), the northern pike, the fine-scale sucker (Catostomus catostomus), the burbot, the trout perch (Percopsis omiscomaycus), and certain sculpins (Cottidae) used this means of eventually entering the Great Lakes watershed. Northern pike, fine-scaled sucker and burbot may also have used the Mississippi refugium. The fallfish (Semotilus corporalis) probably came from the Atlantic coastal refugium.

    Carl Hubbs and Karl Lagler in Fishes of the Great Lakes Refugium have also suggested that brook trout, came from the eastern and western refugia.

    During the marine invasion in postglacial times, the waters of the St. Lawrence Valley, Lake Ontario and Lake Champlain were salt. At this time, many forms that exist now as freshwater forms entered from the ocean; for example, smelt, shad, and alewife, which may be considered relicts of the marine invasion or marine derivatives.

  

  It’s probable that ancestors of Lake Ontario salmon entered this lake during the marine invasion. Their descendants continued to live in the lake without returning to the sea. A. A. Blair reported in a 1956 paper that he examined the scales of a salmon that had been taken in Lake Ontario prior to 1870 and concluded that it had never been to sea. MacKay further postulated on the barriers these fishes encountered:
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