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is]'u'ng tor Atlanric STULgeon 15 an

old radinion on the East Coast,

As the prehistoric fish made
their way from the acean inte rivers to
spawn each .-;pt':'ng, the pasr ¢.‘1'|1t|i1'j--".- f1sh-
ermen would alight on the schools of
mammaeth fish, which could be as long as
12 feer and weigh 600 pounds. Some net-
ted the sturgeon; others trawled for them
with great grappling hooks. At first a

source of ci‘:cap meat, sturgean ﬁshlng he-

came maore lucrative as the caviar induscey
el Sn b 1800s, 7 miﬂia;'z The Hudson River, near Hudson, New York, where Atlantic sturgeon spawn.
pounds of sturgeon were being caught
each year on the Adantic seaboard. Caviar
became as commen as cocktal mix in bars
along the Hudson River, and sturgeon
steak was called Albany beef, By 1890,
however, the catch had plummeted to
I mullion pounds, and it dwindled steadily
from there. Within 20 years the fishermen
had cutdone the ancient fish.

MNow, after a century of relative quies-
cence, the fishery in the Hudson River has
been revived. And after a hiatus of a gener-
aton or more, some [ishermen have had
to telearn their craft. Everetr MNack, whe
has fished and trapped along the Hudson
for maore than 40 years, got the hang of
netting the smaller shortnose sturgeon in
the 1970s, when he was hired by 2 biclo-
gist to tag these elusive endangered fish.
Several years ago MNack began trying his
hand at bringing 1n the more daunting
Atlantic sturgeon.

On a ray day last May Nack and his

crew drifted downriver, awaiting slack ride.

The two Sﬂﬂrfaatwfnng, Eigl.'ll’-FD(:l[—dﬂt‘]J

PHOTOGRAPHY BY RICARDO AZOURY A sturgeon is cheeked For possible transfer to a Fish and Wildlife hatchery.
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Everctt Nack (left) and his son Steven work to remove the roe before it spoils.
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anchor nets have to be set at dead calm for
20 minutes when the tide has stopped and
is abour to turn. That gray, unpromising
afternoon MNack pulled in the second-
largest fish he had ever caught. Weighing
280 pounds, the seven-and-z-half-foot fe-
male Atlantic sturgeon came quietly our of
the cold Hudson carrying several thou-
sand dellars’ worth of caviar,

By the end of the season, MNack and his
team had caught abaur 10 cows and 50
males and had processed abour 120
pounds of roe. The eggs—sirained and
salted according to a rechnique Mack
learned from a caviar dealer and sturgeon
fisherman in Georgia—were sold for as
much as $100 a pound. Nack keeps the se-
crets of saleing to himself. But he says,
“You can spoil the whole batch if you're
not careful. Each fish 1s very different, and
it depends on how close to spawning they
are. You can ger them too salty. If you
don't get them salty enough, they won't
keep. If you handle them too much, the
epgs will explode and turn to putey. It's al-
most like making wine. If you are lucky
and real careful you ger a real good batch."

A half-dozen other sturgeon fishermen
also fish the northern reaches of the Hud-
son River. Some of them have turned to
high-tech equipment, using electronic fish
finders to scan the river bortom for deep
poals where sturgeon may be hidden. It is
not clear that precisely locating these
paols has given these fishermen any advan-
tage; the art of serting the net seems
equally important. South along the Hud-
son, at Haverstraw Bay, only an hour
north of New York Ciry, a few traditional

fishermen have being catching sturgeon
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and processing small volumes of roe for
the past 20 years,

The recemt success of the river’s fisher-
men suggests that the population of At-
lanitic sturgeon in the Hudson River may
be the largest along the East Coast, MNever-
theless, the MNew York Stare [lepartment
of Environmental Conservation (DEC] is
being caunious. In 1993 the season, which
was previously open, was himited to one
month, The agency’s concern was prompi-
ed in part by federal tegulations secking to
protect East Coast sturgeon populanions,
Several staces have closed rtheir sturgean
fisheries altogether. In modern times, re-
ports of Atdantic sturgeon landings have
never risen above 200,000 pounds a yeir
(unofficial landl'ngs may have been much
higher). The Hudson's share of that take
was documented at 40,000 pounds in
1991. Federal officials are concerned that
the fish will be increasingly in demand
with the Russian caviar industry founder-
ing as pollution, peaching, and political
upheaval threaten the Caspran Sea fishery.

The Hudson River fishermen, who lost
a profitable seriped bass fishery in 1976 to
PCE contamination of the tver by Gener-
al Electric, believe the DEC s being overly
careful, Their six-weck shad fishery barely
covers expenses, and they see the Atlanric
sturgeon as the only we]]—pay[ng option
left. "Are we going to wipe the sturgeon
D'I.-'IE of the river?" asks Nack. “Well, you
can only net for rwenty minutes at dead
slack tide every six hours. And we can’t
fish ac night because it's pretty dangerous
with the ships and tughoats. So under
those circumstances, [ can'’t really see how

you can affect the sturgeon population.” #
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Hansen Caviar Gompany, in New Jersey, packages some of the Hudson harvest.
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