by Kenneth C. Wolensky, Ed.D.
Editor’s Note: To Protect, Conserve, and Enhance: The History of the Pennsylvania Fish & Boat Commission by Kenneth
C. Wolensky, Ed.D., is the Pennsylvania Fish & Boat Commission’s new history book. This book is a story about the
needs and challenges to protect, conserve and enhance the Commonwealth’s aquatic resources and how the agency
has met and continues to meet this obligation for not just the present but future generations. I hope you enjoy reading
the following excerpts from the book.

To Stock and Supply All Streams

In 1866, a convention was held in Harrisburg to
address several environmental and conservation
concerns that arose because of industrialization. Water
pollution headed the list, as did declining spring shad
runs and the depletion of other fishes. The convention
resulted in the Act of March 30, 1866 (Public Law 336)
signed by Governor Andrew G. Curtin (1861–1867) and
resulted in James Worrall (born 1812, died 1885) as the
Commonwealth’s first Commissioner of Fisheries. Chief
among his tasks was to propagate shad. Worrall made it
clear “why our food fish supply was diminished:
“First, the dams which obstruct nearly all large
streams. Second, the lack of adequate fish-ways. Third,
the non-observance of the close of spawning season.
Fourth, the many illegal and deadly devices employed at
all the seasons for the capturing and killing of fish. Fifth,
the pollution of streams by the deposition of material
poisonous to the fish.”
Worrall’s duties were to ensure “the hatching and
propagation of useful tribes of food fishes and to stock
and supply all the streams, lakes and fresh waters of
the Commonwealth with the same, by distributing the
impregnated spawn or the fry of the said tribes of fishes
to all parts of the state, under proper regulations and for
the dissemination of any varieties of fish in the waters of
the State.”
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The 1866 law was superseded by the Act of April 28,
1873 (Public Law 887), that officially established the Board
of Fishery Commissioners and required the governor
to appoint three individuals to serve as Commissioners
for a period of three years with the option for their
renomination when their terms expired. The 1873 statute
defined their duties as establishing hatchery houses and
stocking and supplying streams with fish. The Fishery
Commissioners were granted a $10,000 budget that year.
Another law enacted in 1879 increased the number of
Fishery Commissioners from three to six.
The Commissioners were also authorized to appoint
fish wardens, sometimes referred to as water bailiffs, and
provided compensation of about $100 per year to each of
them. However, it is not clear if the Commissioners had
sufficient financial means to employ or pay more than a
few wardens. In archival documentation, there are passing
references to fish wardens keeping a small portion of the
fines that were imposed, but it is also not clear whether
this practice actually occurred.
As cited below, Pennsylvania was one of the earliest
states in the United States to establish a fisheries agency.
• New Hampshire establishment: June 30, 1865
• Pennsylvania establishment: March 30, 1866
• Connecticut establishment: May 3, 1866
• Massachusetts establishment: May 15, 1866
• Vermont establishment: November 19, 1866
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For example, Worrall was well aware that there were large
fish kills in the Youghiogheny, Conemaugh, and Allegheny
rivers resulting from industrial pollutants. In the eastern
part of the Pennsylvania, fish kills were also reported on
the Susquehanna River, especially where it flowed through
the anthracite coal mining counties. And, similar pollution
problems were reported on Casselman River and Stony
Creek in Somerset County, which were laced with coal
waste; Blooming Grove Creek in Pike County, where tannery
discharges were rampant; the Monongahela River near
Pittsburgh, where petroleum-based solvents and liquids
flowed into it from steel mills, and; Bald Eagle Creek in
Clinton County, where sawdust from logging operations
clogged the stream.
According to Worrall, “the deposition of deleterious liquids
and substances of various natures in our stream from mining
and manufacturing establishments . . . may well be found
to be a nuisance, causing more inconvenience and loss to
the general public than what can be shown to be a gain to
those who follow such avocations.” Moreover, “the subject
commands the attention of the public . . . and an adjustment
to our laws. We particularly refer to the introduction of refuse
matter from tanneries, oil refineries, dyeing establishments,
limestone kilns and oil.”
There were also natural enemies of fish, mainly zoological.
According to the Roosevelt study, bacterial fungous and
plasmodial and parasitic diseases destroyed them (and)
“non-parasitic and parasitic worms, crustaceans, and some
insects are fatal.” However, the most significant threat to fish
was man:
By the mid-1880s, the Pennsylvania’s Fisheries
“Man has been the most destructive enemy of fish in
Commissioners noted that, “nearly every one of them
general. He has tampered with nature’s machinery and thrown
(states) is now engaged in the commendable work of
it out of balance. The results have not always been correctly
fostering the great fishery interests of the country.”
attributed to him but, rather, laid at the door of some of the
With regard to American Shad, the Fishery Commissioner’s alleged natural enemies.”
Report for 1879–80 noted that “it is very much regretted
To better regulate the taking of fish, the Commissioners
that the streams have become depopulated with this valuable implemented new rules. One such rule required that a
fish.” The biggest obstacles in the Susquehanna River were
Images from Pennsylvania Report of State Fish
dams that prevented their movement upstream as well as
Commissioners of Fisheries 1900.
“pirates and outlaws from Columbia to the Maryland line”
who had depleted the fish. To enhance shad passage on the
Susquehanna, in 1867, the first fishway was constructed at
the Columbia Dam. In 1873, 2.7 million young shad were
hatched and planted in the Susquehanna River, and more than
2,000 bass were taken from the Delaware River and stocked
in other waters of the Commonwealth. Such efforts had the
assistance of citizens such as Thad Norris, who, a few years
earlier, purchased more than 450 bass at Harpers Ferry, West
Virginia, and released them into the Delaware River near
Easton. Other citizens did likewise. These efforts appeared to
help, at least in the short term.
However, Commissioner Worrall frequently voiced
concern that there was minimal staff or financial resources
for law enforcement, fish propagation or programs to educate
Western State Fish Hatchery, Corry, Pennsylvania; old hatchery
the public. And, not only were there overfishing and dam
and office.
impediments, but he opined that the problems caused by
water pollution went unabated.
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fisherman “will please state the name or person to receive
fish,” as well as where the fish were caught. They also
mandated that “no man shall go to sleep while transporting
fish and leave them alone while in the cans, as it will be sure
death to the fish (as) six 12-gallon cans filled with fish are all
that one man can manage or take care of.” It remains unclear,
however, how such laws were enforced.
And, the General Assembly enacted more restrictions,
such as a prohibition against the use of seines for taking fish
within 200 yards of any device erected for the passage of fish.
Statutes were also in place that protected shad by making it
illegal to fish for them on the Susquehanna and Delaware
rivers from June to August (subject to a penalty of $5 per
offense), prohibited fishing on Sunday, and mandated that
fish were to be caught only with a hook and line (subject
to a $100 penalty). Another statute prohibited the use
of poisonous bait, nitroglycerin and explosive—such as
dynamite—that killed large numbers of fish.
From 1870 to 1880, the governor and General Assembly
appropriated a total of about $188,000 for protection
and propagation of fish and for expenses incurred by

Western State Fish Hatchery, Corry, Pennsylvania; interior of
new hatchery building.

Images from Pennsylvania Report of State Fish
Commissioners of Fisheries 1900.

Western State Fish Hatchery, Corry, Pennsylvania; trout ponds
and hatchery grounds.

Western State Fish Hatchery, Corry, Pennsylvania; old
hatchery building and deer.
Western State Fish Hatchery, Corry, Pennsylvania; trout ponds
and hatchery building.

Eastern State Fish Hatchery, Allentown, Pennsylvania; hatchery
grounds and building.
Western State Fish Hatchery, Corry, Pennsylvania;
new hatchery.
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the Commissioners. For example, in 1874, $3,000 was
appropriated for artificial propagation of shad in the
Delaware River and, in 1875, $5,000 was appropriated for
various species of food fishes to be stocked in all streams
in the Commonwealth. Added to this amount was $2,000
to purchase land in Corry, in northwestern Pennsylvania,
plus an additional $3,000 to be used for construction of a
hatchery at that location.
In 1883, the Commissioners constructed what was called
the “Eastern Station,” built along the Little Lehigh River on
land leased from Mr. Rueben Troxel. In 1885, the General
Assembly allocated $5,000 for the Commissioners to build a

Whitefish hatchery at Erie that began operating by the end of
that year. In addition, $25,000 was appropriated for operating
and capital expenditures, including $10,000 for salaries,
$9,000 for construction and maintenance of fishways,
and $1,000 for improvements to the Corry Hatchery. The
Commissioners defended that such amounts were necessary
for their work, especially when compared to neighboring
New York, where $35,000 had been appropriated in the same
year. When it went into operation, the Whitefish hatchery
at Erie yielded an impressive 14.6 million eggs that were
hatched and placed in Lake Erie. Most of the eggs were
obtained from the U.S. Commission on Fish and Fisheries.
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