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The Swordfish Fishery of the Halifax Area

Introduetion

The swordfish, Xiphlas gladius L. ic easily identified

by its long, flattenad but sharp-edged, pointed sword whiech is a
pralongation of its upper jaw. Roughly speaking, the sword, fraom

its tip to the Fys which is located close to itz base, is usually
about one-third the t&tal length of the fish. The lower jaw is

also somewhat pointed but not long and the mouth is lerge. The

fish is stoutest just behind the head and tapers rapidly to & very
snall caudal peduncle which has a longitudinal keel on each side.

The tail is very broad and a deeply lunate margin extends between

the tips vikich may be almost half the body length of ths fish apart.
There are no ventral fins. The most striking thing is the fact that
whnen this fish is swimming at the surface, the first dorsal fin which
is much higher than long, sticks up ebove the surface as does the
darsal tip of the tail. The swordfish fishery is based on the fact
that these fish dc awim at the surface & great deal and can be spotted
a long distance away because of the fact that the tips of the dorsal
end caudal fins extend above the surface at such times. 4As 2 rule
these fish are dark coloured above and whitish below. The dark

upper part when in the water seems to possess & blackish blue sheen
with occasional purplish flashes.

Horizontal Distribution

This fish is very widely known for it is common to both
sides of the Atlantic from sbout latitude 35° soush to northern

Norway. It also occurs in the Mediterranean and Red seas as well

&8s the Indian end Pacific oceans.
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Oon the Americen side of the Atlantic they seem to be
found most abundantly over the outer part of the continental shalf
with Ceorges benk and the Nantucket shoals perhaps the favourite
grounds, From thess regions they extend inshore in greater or less
numbers depending on the year. A4As a rule shey are found in the gulf
of Haine in fair numbers each year and occasionally in the bay of
Fundy. From these reglons thgy also seexn to work eastward in the
offshore waters of Nova Scotiﬁ principally, (according to B;ghlowi
althouzh numbers are captured inshore along the outer coast of
Hoya Scotia,

In chart I the landings of swordfish in the Halifax area,
whichi comprises mos$% of Lunenburg and Halifax counties, are shown
plotted out for the year 1915, In most respscts this is considered
to have been a fairly good year and for this reason, as well as the
fact that ﬁhe landings are rscorded for smaller subdivisions %$han
during the succeeding years, 1t has been ussed. Here it is seen
that some fiwe thousand hundredweight was landed about Lunenburg.
Since the bozts in this region usually fish over a wider area than
do most of the bomts tc eastward, no attempt has been nade to locate
the landings on the grounds wherse the fish were cauzht. kiany of
these boats fishk £ifty to a nuna.rawmueg;.offshore and any distance
up and down the shore. In fact, guite a number of boats from the
Lunenburg, Tancook regio; gc down to Cape Breton every year %o fish
for swordfish, operatirz out of guch places as Louisburg, since this
fishery seems to be of more importence there than it is in the
Halifax area. Beasuse of this 1% is possible that these beoats on
their return trip bring into their home ports swordfish that were

cauzht long distances east of Lunenburg and Tancook.
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Chart I.

Shows the regipnal distribution of the swordfish landings 1in

Halifex and Lunenburg counties in 1915.
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From this chart I it is easily seen that by far the greatest

landings were made in the last discussed digtrict. The sub-divisions
of the peninsuls vetween Mahone and 3%t. Margaret bay show about equal
landings and the other side of St. Margaret bay nas about the same
amounts recorded for it. No doubt a fajr number of these fish were
csught in the bay itsell, but it is belleved that most of them were
eapturad in the ocuter half of the bay and same 10O doubt at thie mouth
or even outside of the bay some litfle distance. About the seme
nunber or somewhat less was captured by the fishermen of the outer
Sanmbre peninsula shors, but these were spread over a greater area.
A few were ceptursd also, off the mouth of Halifax harbour, but from
there eastward to the county line the:landings Were very few and. far
between, end, according to both the reports and the statistics there
has never been very many laanded in this regilon.

In récaﬁt years the landings in this [alifax to Zoum Secum
district have been even less, and in 193C the record showed zero. In
talkinzg with the fishermen it wams learned that tiera is "only the
odd swordfish" seer in this region and that for this reason there is

"not enough in it for anyone to it out for them". Another idea is
that thase fish stay too far offshors for them %0 capture them. Ho
doubt tnpqe is samething in this statement for thelr boats are small
and thus they are limited to the inshore waters. That the fish are
offshore wes demonstrated this pest summer (1932) when in carrying
on survey work off Ship Harbour from fifteen to twenty-five miles,
8ix swordfish were sighted inside of two hours and only about half
of thies time was spen’t in sailing. Thus it seems that there really
are more offshore than near the shore withinm reach of the small boats.
for none ware sizhted closer to shore or ofi the western part of the

Helifsx diatrict.
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In the wastern part of the Halifax ares the swordfish
landings have gone down also in the past {ew years and althouzh the |
numbey of boats actuaslly fitted out for swordfish is smaller, still
almost all ths boats 4o carry & harpoon aboard. This decrease in
the landings has been greater in the LUBenburgﬁregion_than in Halifax
county weat, faor, since 1917 generally sﬁaakiné”yhé Jandinge in this
last mentioned district have exceaded thoae in the formmer. Most of
these landings, reduced as they have been, have been ma&eﬁin the 38,
Margaret bay and western Sambro region. Here too, the fishermen
have the opinion that in recent years:these fish:have been keeping
farther offshore than formerly and as a reason for this they eclaim
that the water, aspecially in the St. liargaret bay region, has been
too warm for then. |

Beonomic Importance

Years ago, the catehing of @ swordfish meent something %o
the men who caught it, but recently the priece hgs gone 8o low that
it bardly pays te bother with preparing much for this fishery when
the chances are that they'll only pick up several fish in & season.
0f course those that have the necessary gear in good repair usually
put it aboard, out where repairs and replacements are necessary they
hesitate to make the outlay unless thpy intend to go down %o Cape
Breton on purpose for this fishery.

in 1930 the valye of the lendings in this area was so
small that it herdly ranked as a fishery. According to the statistics
only six hundyed andi seventy-five dollers worth of swordfish was
landed in Halifax county and two hundred and twenty-five in Lunenburg
county. Thus it is seen that this fishery is not very important now-
a-days compared to the years when the total fishery was valued at

about thirty thousand dollars. It is believad that this tremendous
drop is due chiefly %o a decrease in the nuiber of fiskh but the low

prices certainly have some effect, through reducing the stimulus
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towards prosecuting this fishery.
Gear.

Generally speaking ths harpoon is ths chief instrument
usf™4 in cepturing swordfish, although e number are caught in trap
nets in certain localities.

4 number of years ago during the'summer months, almost
every boat largze emough to do so, ecarried e swordfish stand on the
bow and & narpoorn within. easy reach} while they were engaged in:other
fisheries, for few boats zc out for swordfish only. Now-c~days, the
numbers of such boats are greatly reduced.

Sinee swordfish sesm to have a habit of more or less bask-
ing at the aurface, it is possible %o sporoach close enough to hit
them with & herpoon. This is greatly fecilitated if the herpooner
can get out as far as possible in front of the bow, for the fish
frequently remain still until the.shedow or wash of the bow of the
boat distmrbs them. Thus being able %o stand ten feetl or 50 in
front of the bow is a great advantage. -

In 2 sailing vessel the stand is usually e modified bow-
sprit on which the harpooner may stend fimmly and have & railing
about himself to assisc in steadying him at 211 times, so that ell
his attention may be devoted towards making & perfect throw. In
motor difven boats the same sort of stand is employed but 1t is
supported more from the sides and underneath.

The harpoon is really camposed of two different units.

The ons consists of a long wooden shafif with an iron red projecting
from one end of it. The free and of the rod is made to fit into
the socket of a dart. A line some six to tan fathoms long is
fastened to the other end of the shaft and to something on the bow
of the boat. Thus the shaft may be thrown and then pulled in by

means of the line attached to the end of it. The dart fits onto
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tha end of the iron rod and also has a line attached to it. This
line passes up along the shaft of the harpoon and eventually back
ontc the deck, where there is a coil of it with a keg attached to
the other end. ¥When o swordfisk is struck the dart remains in the
fish while the wooden shaft and iron rod pulis frec¢ and can be
brought back aboard speedily and outfitted with another é@art. Ths
dart itself being fimly fixed in the fish moves off at a great rate
palling the line overhoayd from she coil on dsck. Long before the
last of this line leaves the deck the keg is dropped overboard.

When the line between the fish and the keg comes tau¥hs, the keg

is then towed over the surface of the water (Occasionally it is
pulled under) until the fish becomes tired out. Then it is picked
up by = man in & dory usually, unless the boat is too small to carry
one, and the line g{gdually pulled it. #Frequently this new strain
on the 2ine sets the fish off agailn and away the keg £o8g again.
However, finally the fish ean de hauled up te thes boat and brought
aboard.

In certain parts of the Halifax area swordfish ars cap-
tured in traps, espscially in the St. largare? bay region. These
traps are not sst out for swordfish but teke them incidently to
the main purpose for setting them out. At such ports as Boutilier
Cove, Erench'Villaga, Queensland and yill Gove it is not unusual
to cepture swordfish in the regular traps common to Ht. iaargaret
bay, which have been dascribeafiq the report on tuna. Unlike somse
other fish, they may be captured using only the bowl of the trap
(which is the inner chamber) with no head gear out at all. This
ease of capturs seems strangely at variance with Bigelow's state-
ment in his *Fishe= of the Gulf of Maine®™, to the effect that he

Rad never heard of them being capsured in a net or seine and that

1% wee unlikely that a met would hold a large one.
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3easons

This fish is only a visitor in the waters of the Halifax
area, as pointed out previously, coming sometime about Juns or Juky
and remaining intc Qctober and November soletimes, depending on the
locality ana the year.

The zeneral belief 1s that these fish come in %¢ the
ecoastal waters from the ocoen sea. Howaver, there is the opinion
tha% they work eastward from the banks and mouth of the Gulf of liaine
which would cause thenm %o enter the Halifax ares more or less fraom
the westward.

In figure 1 the average monthly 1andiﬁgs of swordfish i
Lunenburg and Halifax countles fron 1821-1930, 1922 and '24 excluded,
are plotved out. Here it iz seen that the earliest landing, small
though it wag, was recor?e@ in June for Halifax.county sast. Iow-
ever, this only occﬁrreﬁ in one year, 1921. Usualiy the landings
all begin in the same month with nothing to indicats which part of
the area they cawe into first, for they dc not move in large schools
but sgam rather to congregesi=z in a sertain region for awhile scatt@red
singly hers and thers maybe miles or only hundreds of yaxrds apars.
Becaugse of this alight téhdency %o come into the area fromw the east-
ward, es well as the fact that there is no definite evidence %o show
that they mlgrate in from the westward (on the July cruiss swordfish
were seen only in the eastern part of the area, none off Lunenburg
county}; one ig led o suspect that they coms into the inshore zone
at leagt, from considersble distances offsnore, but this may iesn
that-they have moved esstward over the far offshore banks Trom the
west and then worked in towards shore, but if such is the case 1t
would secw reasonable to expect them to work inshors to the wastern
limits of ths area first, However, there is no definite evidence %o

prove that they sither do wove as indicated sbove or that they ecome
directly in from the open sea.




Fig. 1. Shows the average monthly swordfish landings in
Halifax and Lunenburg counties for the aine years

1921 %o 1931, 1923 and 1924 excluded.
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In figure 1 it is seen that the other #hree regions recard
their first landings in July. 0ddly emouzh the year's peak in Lunen-
burg west seems to be in August, while.in Lunenburg east and Halifex
weat it i1e in July and in Halifax east the peek iz the landings seems
to have bsen in Sseptembar. The final landings of the year seem %o be
mede in November in Halifax west, in Qctober in Halifsx east and
Lunenburg west and in August in Lunenburg east. Thus in St. Hargaret
bay they scem to remain later in the season than anywhere else in
the area, wirile right next aoar in llahone bay, which makes up most
of Lunenburg east, the last landings are usually made in August, while
at the extremes of the area the latest landings are recordsed in
Qatober. Thus it is concluded that until more definite information
is at hand nothing very definite may be sald aboui the mowements of
the swordfish in end about the Halifex aree at least from the stat-
istical 5tandpaint:

Howaver, the fishermen themselves have some gquite definite
ideas on the subject which, as pointed out just previously, do not
ssem To be borne out by statistical evidence. The common idea ex-
pressed by quite a number wasz that fhey move slong. the shore to the
gastward in July snd back in September and October towards the weat.
The landings for Lunenburg west show seroc. an September and then again
e small amodnt of fish landed in Octoher. Thls might indicate a
movement as described above, but if such oecurred, why are there no
landingsmy rmu:hxﬁﬂ ‘gg ?ﬁ??&iﬁ? m;”;;:‘k* uwttqu‘%ﬁ

g3 X eas
hang on as long as those do in Lunenburg west?

Size and State of Maturity of Fish.

Generally speaking the largest of these fish go about 400
lbs. when dredsed snd the smallest about 60-85 lbs. Usually the

smallest run about 90-100 lbs., but this past summer (1932}, brought
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smaller swordfish into the 3. liargaret hay region than they'd ever
sean before. These amall fish are not as valuable as the larger
ones, for they claim to obtain & better price for fish weighing
over 112 lbs. than they do for fish whose weight is below this
figure.

Thus it appears thet the younz fish never visit this ares
or possibly the American coast,;for the smallest recorded for this
side of the Atlanitic welghed about 7.3/8 lbs.  However, the younger
stages of this fisih do occur on the Huropean coast of the Atlantic
and in the Mediterrsmean young fry as swall as:half a pound are of-
tern brought to the market according to Bigelow.

As far as sexual maturity goes, the usual answer from the
fishermen was that they had never seen spawn in them. Howeverr, onse
mayn said that while fishing off Ingonish, Cape Brston in August he
caught a female with spawn in it.

Swordfish are supposed to spawn in the spring and early
summer, but judging by the condition of the zomads and thinness of
the fish, Bigelow is of the opinion thet théy'must spawn during the
time they are absent from the Americen coast, i.e. the late winter
and spring. Hothing definite iz known about the rate of growth of
these fish either.

Fluctuations

in figura %, the landings in the four different sections
of the area have been plotted out since swordfisn landings first
appeare¢ in the svatistical records, that is about 1908. Here it
is seen that swordfish were landed iz both sections of Halifax county
a year before the fishery was apparently prosescuted off Lunenburg
county wihere the first landing records were wade in 1910. By 1911
the landings in Halifax west had inocreased to a great peak while in

the other threes regions they were increasing but very very slowly.
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Tn 1912 these three districts showed & still furtner increase whike
therc was @ great drop in the Halifax wes?t landings. In 1913 Halifex
west showed & Blight recovery comparatively, Lunenburg east and wes?®
showed greater gains than for any year previous, while curiously
enougll Halifsx east dropp@d off in ivs lendings. In 1914, the year
of the beginﬁing of the war all sections dropped %o an alnost sgually
low level. fowever, in 1915 Halifax east showsd & small increass,
Lunenburg east about twice as much, Halifax west abouf three times
and Lunenburg west about Ttwenty-seven times as much. In 1816 they
all showed decreases with Lunenburg west:showing the most. In 1917
still further decreases occurred and the Lunenburg west landings wers
comparable with the others again. 4 still fur@ggr decreasc occurred
im 19168 and in 1919 o 19235 inclusive there were no landings at all

in Lunenburg county. Up to 1921 the flalifex landings remained low, bdut
in *22 and '23 the fishery in the western section of The county in-
ersased greatly only to fall back to the level of the others in 1924,
In 1925 this section of the area wes the only one To record swordfish
landinzs and in 1926 it chowed & great inereass while tne other three
ragions all recorded egually low catches. Even Halifax east showsd mno
landing records in 19283, '24, and '25. In 1927 the landinga in Hal ifax
dast were poor, in the western section fair and in Funenbury county
nil. From that date to 1930 inclusive all the landing records were
low with none at all in 1928 in Lunenburg west, nome in Lunenburg

past in 1929, and none in 1980-in.Halifax east and Lunenburg west.

In fizure I these landlngs for tne ind tvidual sections have
begn all added tozother and plotted out as the total lendings in
Helifax and Lunenburg counties. Here it is ssen that the landings
increased rapidly %o & peak in 1911, fluctuated greatly for the next

few vears and resched the maximum peak for the Tishery in 1915. It
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Fig. 3. Shows the total landings of swordfish in Halifax and Lunsnburg counties from the\
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dropped very rapidly im 1918, atill farther in 1917 and elmost to
zero 1n 1918, From then until 1921 the laendings remained low but
in 1922 ana '23 they increased considerably only to fall off %o
about the previocus lsvel in 1924 and *25. In 1926 tne landings ine
cremsed again but not quite as high as in 1923, and then fell off
to a very low level in 1920 and *30.

This curve seems to correspond very well with the fisher-
ments reports of the years when swordfish wers plentiful or scarce.
At the same %time one concludes fram these reports thas, up until
the lsst vear or so, the price has been sufficisnily good %o stimu-
late the fishermen to capture swordfish. Thus, it is believed
that, when thers were enough risy around to meke it at all worth
while, the fishe~y has been fairly well prosecuted at &ll times
except possibly during the years of the war and even then the
maximum for the wadle fishery was reached in 1815. Trom this, one
might reasonably assume that the curve shown in figure 3 represents

the esbundance of the fish.

During this past vear (1932) swordfish were scarce in
the Halifex area. As mentioned before guite s nuuber were seen
and reported in the eastern part of the area while a few traps in
g8t. llargaret bay reported:one or two catches of about fifty, but
the general report dwelt on tﬁhir secarcity. A% Prospect they said
that only the odd swordfish was caught this year, at Bayswater
they reported only two end'at ljorth West Cove only one, while all
the tlme they talked ::ik the good catches made about ten years ago,
whioh corresponds with the good years showsn for Hallfax west in
1922 and '24. In the eastern part of the area, where there sesmed
to be a few swordfish a little way offshore, most of the fishing

wag done by fishermen from the westward. Taking this year as an

example, it seoms likely that these fishermen from the westward
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cateh huite & number of the fish they land in the western reziom,
in the eastern Halifax division. This has no doubt been going on
for years, since there has always been more schoonars and offshore
boats to the westward than to the eastward. Thuslpossibly e fairly
large proportion of the landings recorded for Hallifex weat and
Tancook ote. should be ascribed to Huelkifax east grounds, and hence
the Halifax asst landings should me doubt He regularly higher than
the asctual records show.

When tone nistory of the fishsry as a whole is considered
1% i3 found Hhats thers uave been no years in Halifex west with no
swordfish landings, four years with none in Halifax east, seven in
Lunsnburg east and %en in Lunsnburg west. Thus it 1s seen, using
figure 2, that in years when the landings were not so good the
region where thne landings dropped to zero was the western part. In
other words, even in poor years there slways seemed to be e few
fish in the sagtern distriect, that is, Halifax county, and especially
in Halifex west. This western part of the county, seeixs to have
the most attraction for these fish since, at least a few, always
gome To Si. Margeret bay.

Thus, when one considers that these fish move into the
sres every year, and possibly slong the sa@e.r@uﬁefeach year, it
seams reasonable tc expeect that during ayyear when their numbsers
are psduced, tq§y will not poasibly migratiec so far as when they
are stimulated to go farther and farther by those bshind seeklng
for new and richer fseding grounds possibly. 3inee their food con-
sists mainly of schooling pelagic fishes i% may be that the off
years correspond to poor years Ffor their food fishes in the Halifax
area, but the statistica for such fishes as herring and wackerel

during this period have not been obtalned.
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From the preceding discussion there seems to be a little
more avidence pointing to the idea that these I'ish may possibly
move into the arsa ¥rom the southward or easiward, or at least it

nore doubt on the generally accepted view that they move

rOwsS
up along the coast from the gulf of Maine region in the suumer and
back in the fall and duriung the espparently ocoor years they may not

migrete into the area suv far as to the lLunenburg county region.

R. A. MGEenzis,




