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Greene County Gleanings 
by Raymond Beecher 

Early accounts of New Nether
land and New York tell of a Hud
son River teeming with fish, many 
of huge size. Shad runs in spring
time were legendary. But by the 
middle of the 19th century, a com
bination of increased pollution and 
overnetting had reduced this river 
harvest of inexpensive food. In 
April 1868, the State Legislature 
responding to the deteriorating 
situation passed its act for the 
protection of fish, the Hudson being 
so crowded with nets of a very 
small mesh that mature shad could. 
no longer ascend to their traditional 
spawning beds. The state act sought 
to improve the shad conditions by 
limiting nets with no smaller than 
4½ inch mesh. Additionally, all 
nets or traps had to be left open 
from sundown of Saturday until 
sunrise Monday morning. The sea-

son for shad fishing was limited 
from April 15 to June 15. It was 
hoped these restrictions would once 
again increase the number of shad 
in the Hudson River. 

The Commissioners of Fisheries, 
namely R.B. Roosevelt, Horatio 
Seymour and George G. Cooper 
were also determined to move 
rapidly to artifically restock the 
river. To this purpose, they turned 
to Seth Green who was establishing 
a solid reputation for Fish Culture 
for the Connecticut River. In 1867, 
he and his men had hatched 15 mil
lion young shad at Holyoke, MA 
and in the following year repeated 
the experiment. 

It was Seth Green who selected 
a site for the Hudson River shad 
nursery on the right bank of the 
Hudson a short distance above 
Coeymans where he had access to a 
good site, one behind a small, low 
island protected from the wash of 
the steamboats as well as heavy 
weather. 

In the ordinary course of events, 
a -full-grown female shad could 
spawn upward of 100,000 eggs, of 
which only a few hundred would be 
hatched in a season in the natural 
way. It was Seth Green's idea to 

. devise artificial hatching boxes and 
hatch upward of 90,000. Each night 
during the spawning season, Green 
and his workers would seine for 
shad, the ova being gently pressed 
into a pan of . water kept in gentle 
motion and fertilized with milt 
from male shad. The next step was 
to relocate the fertilized ova to the 
hatching boxes. During the 3-5 
days required to produce the young 
shad, the wooden boxes of 22 in
ches, fitted with wire bottoms and 
arranged with wood floats, were 
mainly agitated by the tide with 
some human help to keep the 
spawn from settling to the bottom. 

Once hatched, the shad fry was 
found capable of taking care of it
self. Release into the river came at 
night when other fish with an appe-

tite for shad fry tended to move in
shore and were not following the 
release boat. :..· 

Between 1868 and 1872, it was 
estimated Seth Green• s shad nurs
ery at Coeymans released hundreds 
of millions of shad fry at different 
points along the Hudson. The same 
was true for the Connecticut River. 
In 1871, ten thousand young shad 
were even transported from the 
Hudson operation and placed in the 
Sacramento River in California. In 
the artificial hatching season of 
1872, Seth Green was extending an 
invitation to all and sundry to view 
the Coeymans operation. He even 
proposed to give away shad fry to 
anyone desiring to stock a fresh 
body of water. Trout culture was 
also a related area of interest. 

The artificial shad fish hatchery 
at Coeymans on the Hudson caught 
the attention of the editors of Harp
er'~ Weekly, so much so that they 
assigned Theodore R. Davis to 
draw three "on site" views for their 
1872 article about Seth Green and 
his Pisciculture. This Greene 
(!leanings_ is taken from that pub
hshed article recently acquired by 
the Vedder Memorial Library from 
a New Jersey paper dealer. Other 
information of a supplementary na
ture ~omes from the 19th century 
Amerzcan Encyclopedia. 
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