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Important rfi/vT-' 
f i E  Garding 
Trap Fishing and 

13 pages 

Provincetown Bicen tenn ia l  Commission 
Provincetown, Massachusetts 02657 
August 1, 1975 

Rear Admiral J, P. Stewart  
Commander, F i r s t  Coast Guard Dis t r ic t  

Boston, Mass, 
150 Causeway S t r e e t  

Fishing Industry 
Dear Admiral S tewar t :  History 

This commission would l i k e  t o  go on record as s t r o n g l y  Trap shed 
proposal o5n-L 

endorsing t h e  development of  a t r a p  f i s h i n g  museum on p a r t  of t h e  etc, 

proper ty  a t  125 - 129 Commercial S t . ,  Provincetown, known a s  t h e  

A t l a n t i c  Coast F i s h e r i e s  and also t h e  Cape Cod Cold S torage .  

l o c a l  H i s t o r i c  D i s t r i c t  Study Commission's proposal  t o  you for 

such a museum is  a wel l  known f a c t  and i s  cont inuing  t o  r e c e i v e  

p u b l i c i t y  from t h e  l o c a l  t o  n a t i o n a l  l e v e l .  We understand t h a t  

you have promised a po r t ion  of  t h e  s i t e  t o  t h a t  commission for 

such use should a sale be concluded between t h e  p r e s e n t  owners, 

t h e  Benkovitz family,  and you. 

proposal 

The 

It was t h e  unanimous vo te  of o u r  commission a t  i t s  meeting 

of February 19,  1975 t o  reques t  t h a t  you r e t a i n  t h e  t r a p  shed 

and i t s  wharf f o r  municipal purposes  i f  t h e  Coast Guard cons idered  

them surp lus .  

p r o j e c t  of t h e  Bicentennia l  Commission, 

Furthermore t h e  p r o j e c t  was voted an o f f i c i a l  

We hereby reques t  t h a t  t h i s  l e t t e r  be included i n  t h e  

Environmental Impact Study. Now t h a t  t h e  o l d  t r a p  shed is t r a g i c a l l y  

gone we a r e  doubly convinced t h a t  o u r  town 's  f i s h i n g  h e r i t a g e  

should be memorialized be fo re  i t  i s  r e a l l y  too  l a t e  - b e f o r e  

every l a s t  v e s t i g e  of our founding indus t ry  i s  exped ien t ly  removed. 

We are su re  t h a t  you r e a l i z e  t h a t  i n  gene ra l  t h e  Coast Guard 
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(6) p'? is regarded fondly by Provincetowners .  We depend upon your 

s e r v i c e s ,  and indeed t h e r e  is ha rd ly  a family he re  t h a t  has not 

had a t  l e a s t  one r e l a t i v e  who has  ' served w i t h  you. We have no t  

been t h e  c a p t a i n s - o r  admi ra l s ,  b u t  we have provided t h e  men and 

women who have made your  s e r v i c e  func t ion ,  There is a d a r k e r  

s i d e  however, o f  wh ich  you may n o t  be aware, which is l a r g e l y  

concerned with t h e  s ickening  waste made by t h e  Guard. 

i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  of t h e  magnif icent  Fresne l  pa t en t  l e n s e s  

du r ing  t h e  1940's a t  Highland L i g h t .  

as shards of g l a s s  a t  t h e  base o f  t h e  c l i f f  a f t e r  they  had been 

rep laced  by a newer s e t .  

sa lvaged t h a t  day,  a f t e r  t h e  word went o u t  t h a t  t h e  government 

had done t h e  unbel ievable .  

Wood End B a r r a c k s  a more r ecen t  occurrence.  The Coast Guard 

burned %he large,  w e l l  cons t ruc t ed ,  and sa lvageable  b u i l d i n g  t o  

t h e  g r o u n d  

a t  Race P o i n t .  

been vacant f o r  about two years .  

agency t o  buy it  and move it i n t o  t h e  c e n t e r ,  bu t  i n  t h e  long 

exchange of l e t t e r s  no one could determine which w a s  its exac t  

owner, t he  Coast Guard o r  t h e  Nat ional  Seashore,  

Peaked H i l l  Bar L i f e sav ing  S t a t i o n  was burned by a r s o n i s t s  i n  

1957, having achieved a s imilar  s o r t  of l imbo  status 

Take, f o r  

The o ld  l e n s e s  ended up 

Townspeople have p i eces  which t h e y  

Everyone remembers t h e  firing o f  t h e  

A t  t h e  p re sen t  t ime we have a d i s a s t e r  i n  t h e  mak ing  

The former l i g h t h o u s e - k e e p e r ' s  c o t t a g e  h a s  

Ef for t s .  were made by one Town 

The s t u r d y  

We should touch on s e v e r a l  d e t a i l s  surrounding t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  

o f  t h e  o ld  t r a p  shed on t h e  A t l a n t i c  Coast F i s h e r i e s  p rope r ty ,  

n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  t o  a s s i g n  blame, b u t  t o  do o u r  b e s t  t o  prevent  

similar waste i n  t h e  f u t u r e .  

the f a c t  t h a t  t h e  shed, compromising some 3,500 square f e e t  of  

f l o o r  area 

had not  been mentioned In y o u r  c r u c i a l  n o t i c e  of January 22 ,  1975. 

We were p a r t i c u l a r l y  d i s t u r b e d  by 

( a b o u t  t h e  s i z e  of two average contemporary houses) 
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a l t h o u g h  two s m a l l e r  and l e s s e r  b u i l d i n g s  had been included 

for impact study. The Pub l i c  Hearing t h a t  you he ld  h e r e  on 

March 17, 1975 d i d  l i t t l e  t o  c l a r i f y  m a t t e r s ,  It was marked by 

unusual behavior  by one member of  the  Coast Guard team, l a c k  of  

loudspeakers ,  an2 w a s  conducted under r u l e s  t h a t  made it impossible  

for p a r t i c i p a n t s  w i th  c a r e f u l l y  prepared  m a t e r i a l  t o  speak, 

absence of audio  a m p l i f i c a t i o n  alone i n  t h a t  very large h a l l  

in f luenced  t h e  r e s u l t s  in a very d i r e c t  way, The meeting was 

*wild and wooly", c o n s i s t i n g  l a r g e l y  o f  pot sho t  remarks,  in 

large measure t h e  show of  a handful  of  i n d i v i d u a l s  who rece ived  

t h e  f avor  o f  r e c o g n i t i o n  of  Capt. Kraine, t h e  team l e a d e r .  

One i n d i v i d u a l  spoke six times. If t h e  Coast Guard had l ea rned  

anything from i t s  recen t  previous a t t e m p t s  t o  e s t a b l i s h  a 

Search and Rescue Base wi th in  t h e  town i t s e l f ,  it should have 

been f a r  more prepared f o r  t h i s  hea r ing  than  it was, As far 

as w e  know, t h i s  i s  t h e  first time i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  town 

t h a t  t h a t  Coast Guard i s  proposing a f a c i l i t y  i n  t h e  e s t a b l i s h e d  

p a r t  o f  the town, This  very fact  should have rece ived  s p e c i a l  

a t t e n t i o n ,  Bernard Benkovitz a t t ended  t h e  March 17 th  Hearing. 

Considering a l l  even t s  in -mon ths  p r i o r  t o  t h e  hea r ing  and i n  days 

a f t e rward ,  none topped t h e  convergence of s e l f  I n t e r e s t ,  ignorance,  

and power t h a t  occur red  t h a t  n i g h t ,  

p. 3 

The 

We have read t h e  Draf t  Environmental Impact Statement 

on t h i s  proposed f a c i l i t y ,  On t h e  t i t l e  page it s t a t e s  t h a t  i t  

was prepared by you, t h e  Commander o f  t h e  F i r s t  Coast Guard 

D i s t r i c t ,  a s  wel l  as t h e  o u t f i t  t h a t  d i d  t h e  legwork, Jason  M. 

C o t r e l l  and Assoc ia t e s ,  Inc.  of Wellesley,  Mass. We a r e  deeply 

dismayed t h a t  i n  s p i t e  of t h e  a p p a r e n t  technical expertise t h a t  

was brought  t o  t h e  s u b j e c t  your understanding of t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  
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t h e  t o w n  i n  terms o f  its economics soc io logy ,  an? g e n e r a l '  

environment is p r a c t i c a l l y  non-exis tent .  You c a r r i e d  your  

b i o l o g i c a l  and geo log ica l  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  t o  a g r e a t  degree 

of f i n e n e s s ,  b u t  f a i l e d  c o m p l e t e d  to  do t h e  same w i t h  t h e  

h i s t o r i c a l ,  economic, and s o c i o l o g i c a l  cons ide ra t ions ,  We r e c a l l  

Robert Campbell's column i n  the  Boston Globe of January 26 ,  1975 
e n t i t l e d  "The Impact Study as a Red Herring. H e  said, "Most 

environmental  Impact s t u d i e s  a r e  n i n e t y  percent  junk and t e n  

percent  advocacy." 

in your one-inch-thick volume w e  f i n d  t h a t  material i n  which w e  

are i n t e r e s t e d  i s  m i s s i n g ,  We s h a l l  endeavor to f u r n i s h  it i n  

t h i s  long l e t t e r .  Our q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  are long memories, a combined 

total of many years of v o l u n t e e r  work f o r  t h e  Town, and a f r i e n d l y  

d i s p o s i t i o n  towards t h e  U. S. Coast Guard, 

While w e  f i n d  a cons ide rab le  amount of  advocacy 

The museum proposal  for t h e  old t r a p  shed t h a t  had been 

advanced by ou t  H i s t o r i c  D i s t r i c t  Study Commission was a reasonable 

one, Small s p e c i a l i z e d  museums are  t h e  c u r r e n t  t r end .  There is, 

as a matter of  fac t ,  a wharf museum i n  Portsmouth, New Hampshire, 

that bears a resemblance t o  t h e  old t r a p  shed. It is  now known a s  

t h e  Shaefe Wharf Museum. A f e a t u r e  of  t h i s  museum i s  a d i sp lay  of 

l o c a l  r i v e r  and c o a s t a l  b o a t s ,  'The bui ld ing  i t s e l f  was once a 

warehouse f rom which John P a u l  Jones o u t f i t t e d  t h e  "Ranger.” The 

t r a p  shed p r e s e r v a t i o n  was keyed t o  another  contemporary t r end :  

t h e  s t rong  i n t e r e s t  t h a t  has  developed i n  i n d u s t r i a l  archeology 

i n  the  p a s t  t e n  years  o r  so.  For t h e  p a s t  100 t o  150 y e a r s ,  

b u i l d i n g  preservation has been concerned largely w i t h  p u b l i c  and 

domestic a r c h i t e c t u r e .  We now r e a l i z e  t h a t  it i s  impossible  t o  

perceive an  a c c u r a t e  image of  t h e  past without inc luding  evidence 
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of where men worked. On a grand s c a l e  we have Mys t i c  Seaport  

5 and S tu rb r idge  Vi l l age  as  examples o f  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n s  where P '  
i ndus t ry  is presented as being as Important as  man's domestic 

l i f e ,  

We a r e  sending you t h i s  l e t t e r  because we have seen  o t h e r s  

work long and hard  t o  b r ing  t h e  t r a p  shed i s sue  t o  a f a i r  conclus ion .  

To h e l p  prevent  f u r t h e r  misconceptions,  and t o  add m a t e r i a l  t h a t  

does not  appear  i n  your d r a f t  s tudy ,  we a r e  w r i t i n g  t o  a l s o  e x p l a i n  

some of t h e  town’s p a s t ,  which would be t h e  essence o f  t h e  proposed 

museum. Without a doubt,  Provincetown i s  one o f  t h e  l e a s t  unders tood  

towns in t h e  Commonwealth. It is var ious ly  perce ived  a s  a p l a c e  t o  

have a good t i n e ,  a honky-tonk of bars and re f reshments  s t a n d s  

a sna r l  of t r a f f i c  on an ove rcas t  summer day, t h e  n a t i o n a l  en3 of 

R t .  6 ,  and many o t h e r  t h ings .  But seldom is  it seen by a q u i c k l y  

moving t o u r i s t  as a place where many people l i k e  t o  l i v e  both  

win te r  and summer. As evidence o f  t h i s  you w i l l  f i n d  t h a t  t h e  

Provincetown u n i t  p roper ty  value-s a r e  t h e  highest o f  any on t h e  

Cape . 
The t r a p  shed and i t s  wharf were on t h e  o l d e s t  s t r u c t u r e s  

on t h e  A t l a n t i c  Coast F i she r i e s  Company property.  

o t h e r  bu i ld ings  on t h e  same wharf of a similar v i n t a g e  t h a t  tumbled 

ove r  j u s t  p r i o r  t o  t h e  Second World War. 

w a s  moved, by l o c a l  m o u n t s ,  from t h e  Paine family p rope r ty ,  

about 250 f e e t  t o  t h e  west,  and h a s  served as  a t r a p  shed s i n c e  

i t  was b u i l t ,  

co rpora t e  r eco rds ,  now In  t h e  hands of a Provincetown r e s i d e n t  

and it was found t h a t  t h e  b u i l d i n g  was always known as  t h e  " t r a p  shed 

I t s  rough dimensions o f  50 f e e t  by 20 f e e t  by t w o  an3 one h a l f  stories 

high made it a recognizable type of  r eg iona l  i n d u s t r i a l  b u i l d i n g .  

There were once 

the t r a p  shed i t s e l f  

A search  was made of the  A t l a n t i c  Coast F i s h e r i e s  

0 3 - 
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old photographs of the wate r f ron t  side of  Commercial S t r e e t  

show t h a t  it was repea ted ly  punctuated by b u i l d i n g  t h a t  looked 

l i k e  t h e  t r a p  shed. 

a l o f t ,  and was as  s t anda rd ized  i n  form an3 d e t a i l  as what is 

n a t i o n a l l y  know as  t h e  "Cape Cod House”. The now des t royed  t r a p  

shed was t h e  l a s t  one of  I t s  kind t h a t  had n o t  been converted i n t o  

o t h e r  than o r i g i n a l  use.  The b u i l d i n g  was complete down t o  d e t a i l s  

such as an inside pr ivy .  I n  every way i t  was evoca t ive  o f  an era 

t h a t  had passed. With t h i s  i n  mind a n  application was made t o  

inc lude  it  on t h e  National R e g i s t e r  on December 14, 1974. 

examination of t h e  s t r u c t u r e  and r eco rds  p e r t a i n i n g  t o  t h e  trap 

shed ind ica t ed  t h a t  t h e  b u i l d i n g  w a s  i n  excess  of  100 y e a r s  o l d .  

It was a l s o  i n  remarkably sound c o n d i t i o n  cons ider ing  t h e  n e g l e c t  and 

vandalism that it had experienced l a t e l y .  The Massachuset ts  

H i s t o r i c a l  Commission ac ted  as  t h e  agent  f o r  t h e  Nat iona l  R e g i s t e r  

and accepted a brochure on t h e  b u i l d i n g  prepared by t h e  l o c a l  

H i s t o r i c  D i s t r i c t  s tudy  Commission. Between December 1 4 t h  and 

t h e  day of t h e  b u i l d i n g ’ s  d e s t r u c t i o n  t h e  s t a t e  commission logged 

i n  s e v e r a l  c a l l s  from t h e  F i r s t  Coast Guard Dis t r ic t ,  These c a l l s  

were t o  t h e  e f f e c t  t h a t  t h e  Coast Guard had experience wi th  land-  

nark  s t r u c t u r e s  s i n c e  many of i t s  b u i l d i n g s  were old f i x t u r e s  on 

t h e  landscape,  t h a t  it f e l t  i t  could work with t h e  t r a p  shed 

museum proposal ,  and t h a t  i n  g e n e r a l  t h e r e  w a s  l i t t l e  t o  worry 

about .  

a long w i t h  t h e  m a t e r i a l  from t h e  Janunary 2 2 ,  1975 "Notice" 

from you, t h e  P r e s i d e n t ' s  Council  on H i s t o r i c  P r e s e r v a t i o n  

conclude4 t h a t  t h e  Coast Guard was more than  c a s u a l l y  i n t e r e s t e d  

i n  t h e  A t l a n t i c  Coast F i s h e r i e s  Co. proper ty  an3 should have 

included t h e  t r a p  shed f o r  impact s tudy.  

Th i s  b u i l d i n g  type  was g e n e r a l l y  known as 

An 

trap 

A t  a l a t e r  d a t e ,  p u t t i n g  a l l  o f  t h e  in format ion  t o g e t h e r ,  

Advisory 
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The proposal  t h a t  h a s  been made and the one t h a t  o u r  

commission h a s  taken  a s  an o f f i c i a l  p r o j e c t  is t o  establish a 

museum of t h e  t r a p  f i s h e r y  by moving a b u i l d i n g  on to  t h e  s i t e  

or c o n s t r u c t i n g  one t h e r e  and t o  u t i l i z e  t h e  e x i s t i n g  m i n i a t u r e  

r a i lway  t o  take  t o u r i s t s  t o  and from t h e  end o f  t h e  wharf. It is 

reasonable  t o  assume t h a t  a trap museum and a ra i lway would be a 

success. Most major t o u r i s t  a t t r a c t i o n s  on Cape Cod have a t t e n d a n c e  

flgures i n  excess o f  200,000 v i s i t o r s  p e r  year .  The museum w i l l  

include a r t i f a c t s ,  dioramas, actual equipment, a l a rge  model of a 

'trap that can be placed i n  t h e  middle-of  the f l o o r ,  a cut-away 

n o d e l  of a cold s t o r a g e  and processing p l a n t ,  photographs,  

magnetic t apes  of conversa t ions  w i t h  trap fishermen 

storage workers, mun ic ipa l  documents (of  which t h e r e  a r e  many) 

relating t o  t h e  l o c a t i o n  of t r a p  r i g h t s  through t h e  y e a r s ,  and 

a l a r g e  l i b r a r y  of  books on t h e  f i s h e r i e s ,  t h e  c o r p o r a t e  records  

of  A t l a n t i c  Coast F i s h e r i e s  Co., and t h e  complete s e t  of working 

drawings of t h e i r  famous f i s h  f i l l e t i n g  machines t h a t  were saved. 

and cold' 

.The redevelopment of t h e  wharf and t h e  b u i l d i n g  of a 

museum can be expected t o  have t h e  fo l lowing  e f fec ts :  

1) If operated b y ,  and f o r ,  t h e  b e n e f i t  o f  t h e  Town t h e  n e t  
revenues accru ing  t o  t h e  Town should off s e t  t h e  real e s t a t e  
t a x e s  l o s t  by t h e  Federal  Government’s ownership o f  t h e  p rope r ty .  
I n  your own l i t e r a t u r e  you have s t a t e d  t h a t  l o s t  municipal  t a x  
revenues are one of t h e  impact problems of your  purchase  if t h e  
s i t e .  
y e a r s  a f t e r  t h e  cold s torage  was b u i l t ,  it was paying two 
percent  of t h e  entire real e s t a t e  t a x e s  c o l l e c t e d  i n  t h e  town. 
The bulk o f  Provincetown’s proper ty  was developed during 
t h e  boom period of  1970 t o  1900 and t h e  t a x  base d i f f e r e n c e  
between 1916 and 1975 i s  not o u t s t a n d i n g l y  d i f f e r e n t  If t h e  
c o l d  s torage  p rope r ty  t h a t  you a r e  planning t o  buy were t o  
furnish two pe rcen t  of  t h e  t a x e s  today, t h e  town would be r i c h e r  
by  near ly  $5O,OOO,OO per  year .  Remember also t h a t  t h e  cold 
storage and t h e  t r a p  complex employed between 50 and 100 people  
during peak p e r i o d s .  

2 )  w i l l  provide seasonal employment f o r  e i g h t  individuals and 
y e a r  around employment f o r  one  o r  two. t h e  jobs would be:  
c u r a t o r  an3 assistant c u r a t o r ,  gu ides  and ra i lway a t t e n d a n t s ,  

maintenance Pian and watchman. Estimated payroll would be $25,000. tp  curator and assistant y e a r l y ,  and approximately 

You may be i n t e r e s t e d  t o  l e a r n  t h a t  i n  1916, s e v e r a l  
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$2,400.00 each t o  t h e  seasonal  employees f o r  f o u r  months of 
employment, 
p e r  year ,  
unique oppor tuni ty  t o  s t a f f  a new i n s t i t u t i o n  w i t h  100 % l o c a l  
t a l e n t ,  I t  should not  be necessary t o  go any f a r t h e r  t han  t h e  
town l i n e  t o  s t a f f  t h l s  p r o j e c t ,  

3 )  It will h e l p  t o  d e c e n t r a l i z e  tourism i n  Provincetown in 
conjunct ion w i t h  a walking t o u r  o f  t h e  town now be ing  prepared .  
The museum w i l l  s e r v e  a s  t h e  western pole  of t h e  walking t o u r .  

4) Will s e rve  t o  a t t r a c t  more family groups and o t h e r s  i n t o  t h e  
town proper.  Many c u r r e n t l y  by-pass t h e  town i t s e l f  an3 use 
only t h e  f a c i l i t i e s  of  t h e  Cape Cod Nat ional  Seashore,  such as 
t h e  v i s i t o r s  c e n t e r ,  beaches,  b i c y c l e  t r a i l s ,  and n a t u r e  w a l k s .  

5 )  Very impor tan t ly ,  t h e  museum an? minature ra i lway will serve 
as a focus on t h e  i n d u s t r y  t h a t  b u i l t  Provincetown through 
t h e  c e n t u r i e s .  Through i t s  e x h i b i t s  and l i b r a r y  on f i s h e r i e s  
i t  w i l l  s e rve  as an I n s p i r a t i o n  t o  t h e  youth and a source  of 
p r i d e  t o  townspeople o f  a l l  ages.  

6 )  The ex i s t ence  of  the f i s h e r y  i n  Provincetown induces t o u r i s m  
If t h e  f i s h e r y  were t o  d i sappea r  t h e r e  would be adverse  e f f e c t s  
on tour i sm.  The museum and t h e  railway a t  t h e i r  wa te r f ron t  s i t e  
w i l l  complement t h e  e x i s t i n g  f i s h e r y ,  s i m i l a r l y  t h e  Coast Guard 
base an2 i t s  a c t i v i t i e s  w i l l  be an a t t r a c t i v e  ad junc t ,  

7 )  To t h e  b e s t  of t h l s  commission(s knowledge t h i s  museum and 
r a i l w a y  will be unique i n  t h e  Unite3 S t a t e s ,  and w i l l  no t  duplicate 
l i c a t e  f a c i l i t i e s  l o c a t e 3  elsewhere.  A check of t h e  Di rec to ry  
of  H i s t o r i c a l  S o c i e t i e s  an3 Agencies in t h e  United S t a t e s  an3 

Canada, an3 t h e  d i r e c t o r y  of  American museums confirms t h i s .  

8) The museum and ra i lway w i l l  n o t  preempt any proposed 
USCG f a c i l i t i e s  shown on the  p l an  e n t i t l e d  Proposed 
Provincetown S t a t i o n "  t h a t  w a s  enclosed i n  your n o t i c e  of  
January 22, 1975. Your p l an  shows no USCG bui ld ings  w i t h i n  
150 f e e t  o f  t h e  o l d  t r a p  shed, Your new wharf is shown t o  be 
s e v e r a l  f e e t  t o  t h e  west of any poin t  of t h e  e x i s t i n g  wharf. 
I n  b r i e f  t h e r e  is no overlapping whatsoever o f  t h e  p l ans  of t h e  
USGC and t h e  Provincetown H i s t o r i c  D i s t r i c t  Study Commission's 
proposed t r a p  f i s h i n g  museum and railway. 

As background t o  t h i s  proposal  we would l i k e  t o  acqua in t  you 

with accounts of some o f  Provincetown's pas t :  f i r s t ,  o n  t h e  chance 

t h a t  it may not  be g e n e r a l l y  known; and second, t h a t  i t  should be 

included f o r  d i s c u s s i o n  i n  t h e  Environmental Impact Statement.  Time 

does not  permit t h e  i n c l u s i o n  of all mate r i a l  r e l a t i n g  Provincetown's 

importance as a f i s h i n g  po r t .  I f  you f e e l  t h a t  something has 

T h i s  would b r ing  t h e  t o t a l  wages t o  about $50,000.00 
O f  fundamental importance I s  t h a t  t h i s  p r e s e n t s  a 
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been forgotten or needs amplification, please contact us 

immediately, The material below has been compiled by this 

commission. For simplicity's sake it has  been appended to this 

letter, Reference' notiations are made within the text, 

HISTORY DIRECTLY RELATED TO THE PROPOSED MUSEUM AND RAILWAY 
The Trap Fishery, Cold Storage and the Bait Fishery. 

Fifty years ago the owner of 125 - 129 Commercial St. 

was one of the most important fish companies in North America. 

Atlantic Coast Fisheries Company was, in a manner of speaking, 

the "General Motors” of the fisheries, It was fully integrated 
functionally from the ocean to the consumer. Atlantic Coast dealt 

in fresh water and salt water fish, introduced the first fleet 

of steam trawlers to America, and was the most innovative company 

in the North Atlantic in the introduction of and development of 

labor-saving and complicate3 fish filleting machinery, The 

"Fishing Gazette", 50th Anniversary Issue for the year 1929, stated': 

"The steam trawler may be said to have commenced in 1917 with the 

advent of the Atlantic Coast Fisheries Co," The same publication 

lists its subsidiary companies in the USA as Atlantic coast Fisheries 

Corporation of New York, Chesebro Bros. and Robbins Inc., Frazier's 

Inc., Fulton Market Refrigerating Co., and the Portland Trawling 

Co, 

Limited and the National Fish Company Limited, Its trademark 

was the “Nordic” brand which it applied to its fillets of haddock, 

cod, whiting, etc. At the present time the "Nordic" brand is 

the only visible surviving element of this once heavily capitalized 

and important company. 

In Canada the company owned the Maritime Fish Corporation 



Commercial S t r e e t s .  

des igna ted  capac i ty  of  3,000 b a r r e l s  (from U . S .  Fish Commission, 

The complex of b u i l d i n g s  was b u i l t  w i t h  the 

5O,OOO,OOO pounds w i t h  almost none caught i n  t r aps  of any k ind .  

Back i n  1887 Ackerman shows t h a t  Provincetown a l s o  landed 30,000,000. 

pounds of' f i s h .  

the v e s s e l  f i s h e r y .  

A t  t h a t  time a far grea ted  amount was a product  of  

T r a p  f i s h i n g  c o u l d  never  have develope3 t o  t h e  



p. t h e  na tu ra l  f e a t u r e s  o f  i t s  c o a s t  and two d i f f e r e n t  developments,  

on p o l i t i c a l  and t h e  t echno log ica l ,  t h a t  were t ak ing  p l ace  i n  the 
1880'8. 

I )  Soft  Bottoms. Provincetown, u n l i k e  Glouces te r  and 
t h e  o t h e r  major fishing p o r t s ,  has  a s o f t  bottom under i t s  
waters,  The a l lows  t r a p  s p i l e s  t o  be  d r i v e n  a lmos t  anywhere 
nea r  t h e  s h o r e ,  The a r e a  h a s  been t h e  rendezvous of many 
marketable v a r i e t i e s  of f i s h  ( schoo l  f i s h )  over  t h e  c e n t u r i e s ,  

2 )  Anhydrous Ammonia Absorption Freezing Systems, 
Technological ly  t h e  t r a p s  b e n e f i t t e d  from t h e  development o f  t h e  
d i r e c t  anhydrous ammonia a b s o r p t i o n  f r e e z i n q  method developed 
by M. J, Paulson of Glouces te r ,  There i s  no record h e r e  of 
t h e r e  having been an “ice and s a l t "  t y p e  of  co ld  s t o r a g e  i n  
Provincetown of t h e  type  t h a t  g e n e r a l l y  an teda ted  t h e  ammonia ones. 
Needless t o  say ,  t h e  f r e e z i n g  systems permit ted t h e  p r e s e r v a t i o n  
of v a s t  q u a n t i t i e s  of f i s h  t h a t  t h e  t r a p s  were capable  of  c a t c h i n g  
i n  very s h o r t  pe r iods  of t i n e ,  and permit ted t h e  product t o  be 

3)  ‘The Fishery  Question”.  The t r a p s  and f r e e z e r s  were p r i n c i p a l l y  
b u i l t  f o r  t h e  product ion.  of  bait for t h e  bank codf i she ry .  Tremendous 
q u a n t i t i e s  of  b a i t  were used by t h e  h a d  l i n e r s  an3 t r a w l e r s  
f i s h i n g  on t h e  c o n t i n e n t a l  s h e l f  frog Georges t o  Grand Bank. Each 
f i s h i n g  master o r  f l e e t  owner had h i s  f a v o r i t e  b a i t .  Vogues and 
changes took p lace  through t h e  y e a r s  much a s  they  do today 
among s p o r t s  f i shernen .  savored b a i t s ,  both f r e s h  and p i c k l e d ,  
include3 clams, squid  and h e r r i n g ,  a l though o d d i t i e s  such a s  
per iwinkles  were use3 by t h e  men i n  p u r s u i t  of c o d f i s h .  I n  t h e  
l a t t e r  par t  of  t h e  19 th  Century mackerel  were caught i n  s e i n e s  
and no b a i t  w a s  requi red .  Se ines  r equ i r ed  depths  of from 15 to 
25 f a thoms  f o r  ope ra t ion ,  

The Grand- Bank fishermen of  Provincetown had g e n e r a l l y  used 
s a l t e d  clam ba i t .  George S t e e l e ,  o f  Glouces te r ,  P r e s i d e n t  o f  
t h e  American Fishery  Union wrote t o  t h e  Bos ton  Jou rna l  i n  June 
1887: " In  fac t ,  Provincetown, which  s t ands  next  t o  G louces t e r  
i n  t h e  (Grand) bank f i s h e r y  has never  use3 any o t h e r  b a i t  
(except clans)." Provincetown’s clams came l a r g e l y  from Maine 
were they were shucked  put i n  b a r r e l s  and pickeled. G louces t e r  
bank fishermen and t h e  fishermen of o t h e r  major p o r t s  tended 
t o  begin t h e i r  t r i p s  with s a l t ed  f i n  f i s h  b a i t ,  Fishernen from 
a l l  p o r t s  u t i l i z e d  t h e i r  own resources an3 caught ba i t  on t h e  
banks o r  on t h e i r  way t o  t h e  banks. On September 24, 1886 t h e  
Boston Globe ran an a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d  "Death t o  Cape Cod 
Provincetown Fishermen Say t h e  N e w  Treaty Will K i l l  Them." 
I n  t h e  article Francis J o s e p h ,  owner o f  s eve ra l  bank v e s s e l s  
sa id :  I had on ly  one v e s s e l  i n  t h e  Bay (Chaleur)  t h i s  y e a r ,  
and she caught h e r  bait o n  t h e  f i s h i n g  grounds. We don ' t  want 
anything t h a t  they (Canadian b a i t  d e a l e r s )  have." 

By 1880 Glouces te r  had developed a dependence upon Canada 
i n  a number of ways. Gloucestermen were i n  t h e  h a b i t  of running 
t o  Cape Breton Island of Nova S c o t i a  and t o  Newfoundland f o r  
t h e i r  b a i t ,  and o t h e r  n e c e s s i t i e s .  The Canadians an3 Newfound- 
l ande r s  worked hard t o  e n t i c e  t h e  Yankees. 'The Marit imes,  

he ld  u n t i l  t h e  p r i c e  was a d e q u a t e  
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always despe ra t e ly  poor a n 3  overpopulated w i t h  l a r g e  famil ies ,  
depended upon t h e  American purchases .  A Provincetown Advocate  
issue of Apr i l  12,  1876 c o n t a i n s  t h e  fol lowing adver t i sement :  

NOTICE NOTICE ICE ICE 
BAIT BAIT 

Highly important  t o  American fishermen: 

Grand P l a c e n t i a  100 mi l e s  n e a r e r  Grand 
and Green Banks t h a n  Fortune Bay. he 
undersigned beg t o  inform a l l  i n t e r e s t e d  
In t h e  American F i s h e r i e s  t h a t  they  have 
f o r  sale  1000 t o n s  of Ice a t  t h e  above 
named p lace ,  b e i n g  convenient t o  t h e  
Banks, with p r e v a i l i n g  winds f avorab le ;  
a good roadstead and harbor ,  easy o f  access ,  
safe and commodious best poin t  on t h e  en- 
t i r e  Newfoundland c o a s t  t o  o b t a i n  ba i t  during 
Spring and Summer months. 

Fowler and S i n n o t t  

Newfoundland' 
Great P l a c e n t i a  Bay 

Capt John Gorman of t h e  Schr. William D. Deasley t o l d  
t h e  Boston Herald on February 23,  1888: "I l eave  $500. t o  
$750. each yea r  i n  Canada f o r  bait. On Sept. 24,1886 
Phillp A. Whorf of Provincetown t o l d  t h e  Boston Globe: " I a m  
p a r t  owner and owner o f  e i g h t  v e s s e l s ,  a l l  i n  t h e  Grand Banks 
business .  
f o r  b a i t  t hey  have made a l o s s .  They do b e t t e r  t a k i n g  sa l t ;  
b a i t  from home.” 

fke  "Fishery Q u e s t i o n  developed i n  1884 when Canada 
r i g i d l y  enforced t h e  'Treaty o f  1818, signed when t h e  USA 
was at t h e  mercy o f  t h e  B r i t i s h ,  fol lowing t h e  War of  1812,  
in order t o  coerce t h e  Yankees i n t o  an expensive r e c i p r o c i t y  
t r e a t y  f avorab le  only t o  them. The t r e a t y  had been s igned i n  
1871 and had expi red  i n  1884. It must be remembered t h a t  a t  
t h a t  t i m e  C a n d a  was not t h e  independent country t h a t  it is 
today, and t h a t  t h e  English saw t o  it t h a t  t h e  Dominion served 
t h e  Queen’s i n t e r e s t  f irst .  The Treaty of 1818 did no t  ment ion 
b a i t  as  one of t h e  items t h a t  t h e  Yankees could purchase in 
Canada, It mattered l i t t l e  to t h e  Crown t h a t  t h e  Scots  and 
I r i s h  of the maritimes would s t a r v e  if they could not  s e l l  t h e i r  
suppl ies .  Firms such as Fowler and Sinnot t  above served as 
agents  for employers of hundreds o f  ind iv idua l  b a i t  f ishermen. 
For c e n t u r i e s  t h e  lower c la s s  I r i s h  and Sco t s  had been dirt under  
the English f e e t .  
Americans away from what they  cons ide red  t h e i r  p r i v a t e  f i s h i n g  
grounds. "'any cap ta ins  l i k e  John  Gorman r i s k e d  t h e  c o n f i s c a t i o n  
and s a l e  o f  their v e s s e l s  t o  t a k e  on Canadian b a i t ,  and i n c i -  
d e n t a l l y ,  t o  allow t h e i r  crews ( m o s t l y  very yound men)' t o  visit 
t h e i r  f ami l i e s .  A large number of t h e  Grand Bank crews and 
sk ippers  i n  t h e  p e r i o d  1870 t o  1900 were Cape Breton Scots .  
C o l .  L.  M. Montgomery of  t h e  Treasury Dept. speaking t o  a US 
congressional committee was quoted in the  boston P o s t  o f  A u g u s t  
28, 1888 as fol lows:  

Every t ime my vessels have gone i n t o  Canadian p o r t s  

'The English were also t r y i n g  t o  f o r c e  t h e  
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allens. They came p r i n c i p a l l y  from the Bri t ish 13 “I should say t h a t  75% o f  t h e  f i s h i n g  crews were 

Provinces  (of  C a n a d a  some a re  Portuguese,  some 
Scandanavians , and some a r e  o t h e r  Europeans, t h e  
l a t t e r  i n  l e s s e r  numbers., t h e y  come p r i n c i p a l l y  
from Nova S c o t i a  and c h i e f l y  from t h a t  p a r t  known 
as Cape -Breton; they have a r e p u t a t i o n  of  being 
e x c e l l e n t  f ishermen; they  a r e  enabled t o  o b t a i n  
employment because they  engage themselves  f o r  a 
l e s s  rate of wages, t h e y  work more cont inuous ly  
and a r e  g e n e r a l l y  l e s s  expensive t h a n  t h e  Nat ive 
f i shermen.”  

P '  

Montgomery could have added t h a t  as  soon a s  t h e y  could 
t h e y  became American c i t i z e n s .  The c o l o n e l  a l s o  s a i d :  

“Mr. S. S. Swif t ,  one of t h e  l a r g e s t  owners of 
f i s h i n g  craf t  i n  Provincetown, Mass. i s  now r e p o r t e d  
t o  m e  t o  have con t r ac t ed  f o r  f o u r  crews i n  1887 in 
Nova S c o t i a ,  and so  eager  was he f o r  t h e i r  sa fe  arrival 
t o  h i m s e l f  at h i s  p o r t  by t h e  r a i l r o a d  t h a t  he  watched 
for them a t  t h e  depot  l e s t  some o t h e r  c o n t r a c t o r  of 
t h e  same l o c a l i t y  might b r ibe  them i n t o  a n o t h e r  and 
b e t t e r  paying c o n t r a c t  . “ 
Canada he ld  t o  t h e  terms of t h e  Trea ty  o f  1818 t ena -  

c i o u s l y  which b a s i c a l l y  permit ted American f i s h i n g  v e s s e l s  
i n t o  t h e i r  waters  f o r  s h e l t e r ,  ( f r e s h )  water ,  ( r e p a i r  and 
f i r e )  wood, and r epa i r s  ( t o  t h e  v e s s e l s ) .  The Provincetown 
ba i t  f i s h e r y  rece ived  a s t r o n g  impetus from t h e  B r i t i s h -  
Canadian abuse,  S t e e l e ’ s  American F i she ry  Union which was 
s t r o n g l y  represented in Provincetown by W i l l i a m  Matheson a n 3  
James G i f f o r d ,  s u c c e s s f u l l y  r e s i s t e d  a t t e m p t s  by t h e  Fede ra l  
Government t o  re-write a n  1871 t y p e  of  t r e a t y .  The Union 
convinc ingly  a rgues  t h a t  all w e  needed from B r i t i s h  Canada 
was common cour tesey  of  t h e  sane  v a r i e t y  t h a t  w e  allowed any 
of t h e i r  vesse ls  i n t o  o u r  p o r t s  d u r i n g  emergencies o f  kinds 
n o t  mentioned i n  t h e  Trea ty  of 1818. 

War, Canada se i zed  and s o l d  o r  o the rwise  d isposed  of v e s s e l s  
from a l l  New England p o r t s  base3  l a r g e l y  on p e t t y  i n f r a c t i o n s  
of t h e  1818 t r e a t y .  A s e i z e d  W e l l f l e e t  schooner,  the Highland 
Light h t ,  became t h e  armed Canadian c r u i s e r ,  V i g i l a n t .  The New York Herald repor ted  i n  1887 t h a t  t h e  Br i t i sh-Canadian  
government s e n t  o u t  t e n  c r u i s e r s  t o  from 
purchasing t h e  proscr ibed  b a i t  which the Mar mers were o n l y  
to be eager t o  s e l l .  Beside t h e  V i  Vigilant they  were t h e  Acadia 
Lansdowne, La Canadienne, G e n e r a l  Middleton L. Howlette, F. 
I E. Conrad, T e r r o r ,  L i z z i e  Lundlay, and t h e  C r i t i c .  The B r i t i s h  
Canadians managed t o  r u i n  many f ishermen with t h e i r  perservance.  
The boarded 7 0 0  v e s s e l s  i n  1886 an3  1 ,362  i n  1887 accord ing  
t o  Harold I n n i s ,  The Cape Cod Fisheries, Yale Un ive r s i ty  
P r e s s ,  New Haven, 1940, Through S e c r e t a r y  of  S t a t e  Bayard, 

suppor t ive  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  p l i g h t  o f  t h e  American f i shermen 
throughout t h e  Fishery Question. T r a d i t i o n a l l y  Democrats, 
l i k e  Cleveland,  have not  suppor ted  f ishermen because they  

During t h e  f o u r  "s iege"  y e a r s  of  t h e  F i she ry  Question 

P r e s i d e n t  Grover Cleveland i n  Washington showed l e s s  t h a n  


