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Although fish culture has had a
major economic and cultural
impact since the 1850s, it has
received little attention. Fish, or

aquaculture, includes propagation of fish and
other aquatic species for food, recreation, endan-
gered species restoration, and dam mitigation.
Commercial concerns and governments at the
federal, state, and local levels operate hatcheries;
but the fish culture story is closely related to the
history of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
(FWS).

Many people do not relate to fish because
they lack fur and soft brown eyes and have a
slimy appearance, but fish culture is important.
Recreational fishing contributes approximately
$69 billion to the economy annually and employs
nearly one million people. Taxes on fishing equip-
ment support scientific research, fish restoration,
and habitat improvement. Hatcheries stock many
lakes and streams with fish, and farmed fish is
readily available in grocery stores. About 25% of
the shrimp consumed in the world is farm-raised.
Some species currently cultivated include trout,
catfish, carp, bass, and porgies.

The destruction of the forests in the early-
19th century resulted in erosion, silting, and
flooding. These changes adversely affected fish
resources, fostering the development of fish cul-

ture in the U.S. Fish culture is part science, part
technology, and part art. In the early days, art was
foremost because no one knew how to spawn,
hatch, and grow fish. Trial-and-error methods
eventually gave way to scientific studies of nutri-
tion, genetics, disease, transportation, and stock-
ing.

The first attempts at increasing fish popula-
tions involved transferring eggs, fry, or adult fish
into depleted waters. By 1810, experimenters had
introduced northern pike to Maine and New
Hampshire and, by 1832, carp to California. At the
end of 1852, two Cleveland, Ohio, doctors,
Theodatus Garlick and H.A. Ackley, performed the
first successful artificial fertilization of fish eggs in
the U.S. 

Massachusetts created the first of many state
fish commissions in 1856 to report on fishery
resources. The commission, discovering unre-
stricted fishing and depleted stocks, advocated pri-
vate fish propagation. Over the next several years
10 other states established commissions. In 1870,
the nation’s oldest operating conservation organi-
zation, the American Fish Culturists Association
(AFCA) held its first meeting. The AFCA (later the
American Fisheries Society) and the state commis-
sions pressured Congress to establish the U.S.
Commission of Fish and Fisheries in 1871, the
first federal agency devoted to natural resource
conservation. The commission’s primary duty was
to determine the extent of any diminution in the
number of food fishes on the coast and in lakes
and to report on remedial measures.

The federal fish hatchery system began in
1872 when Livingston Stone established a Pacific
salmon hatchery on the McCloud River in north-
ern California to restock the depleted Atlantic
coast. Although they were miles from the nearest
railroad and worked in 105 degree temperatures,

Stone and his assistants con-
structed the facility in 15 days. In
the first year, they collected
50,000 eggs. Out of 30,000
shipped, about 7,000 arrived
safely; and fewer than 300 grew
to fingerling size. By the third
season, the hatchery collected 5.7
million eggs.

More than 280 federal
hatcheries, research stations, fish
health laboratories, and technol-
ogy centers have been established
since 1872. The National Marine
Fisheries Service still operates
Woods Hole in Massachusetts,
the first summer research station.
The Fish Commission launched
the Albatross, a state of the art
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This 1905 photo-
graph of the
Spearfish Fish
Hatchery, now the
D.C. Booth Historic
National Fish
Hatchery, shows the
hatchery buildings
on the left and the
superintendent’s
residence on the
right.The ice house
overlooks these
buildings on the
ridge in the center
of the photograph.
Photo courtesy D.C.
Booth Historic
National Fish
Hatchery.
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marine research vessel, in 1882. Sixty-five hatch-
eries, five technology centers, and other research
facilities exist today. Of the 65 hatcheries, more
than 40 are over 50 years old. Many retain old
buildings and structures, including water supplies,
ponds and raceways, and employee housing.

The National Register of Historic Places lists
more than 20 fish hatcheries. The D.C. Booth
Historic National Fish Hatchery, formerly the
Spearfish Station, is listed as a historic district.
Spearfish, in the Northern Black Hills of South
Dakota, became a hatchery in the 1890s, in part
because of its water supply and access to rail-
roads. The first structures, including the hatchery
building and raceways, opened in 1899. Extant
structures include the 1899 hatchery building, the
1905 superintendent’s residence, WPA-constructed
stone garages, ponds, and rock walls. The hatch-
ery stocked the lakes of the Black Hills with non-
native trout. If the hatchery had not stocked the
lakes early this century, tourists might not enjoy
the area’s popular trout fishing.

Five partners operate the site. FWS employ-
ees administer the site and manage the museum
collection. The Booth Society, a cooperating asso-
ciation, runs the gift shop, sells fish food, hosts
special events, coordinates volunteers, and main-
tains the superintendent’s residence as a house
museum. Since the 1950s, the nearby McNenny
State Fish Hatchery, part of the South Dakota
Game, Fish and Parks Department, has raised fish
at Booth, a mutually beneficial arrangement.
McNenny gets much-needed space; and visitors
learn about fish production and feed the stock
food purchased from the Booth Society. This
reduces McNenny’s costs and contributes to the
preservation of the hatchery. The city of Spearfish
provides six campground sites for hatchery volun-
teers and donates proceeds of a hospitality tax to

the Booth Society. The fifth part-
ner is the Fish Culture Section of
the American Fisheries Society,
which houses its Hall of Fame in
the replica ice house and con-
tributes funding.

The hatchery has always
been open to the public.
Approximately 175,000 people
(including school groups) visit the
site each year, with about 20,000
coming during the summer. Only
the grounds are open during the
winter, and local residents use
them year-round. In the 1990s,
Booth added underwater fish
viewing windows, accessible side-
walks, and a new 10,000-square
foot building for the preservation
and storage of fish cultural

resources. Facilities include processing space, a
conservation lab, and collection storage areas. 

The FWS fish culture collection dates from
the 1870s. The collection traveled from site to site
before finding a permanent home at Spearfish in
1979. The 1899 hatchery building, restored in
1979, houses a fish culture museum. The D.C.
Booth collection includes nets, hatching troughs
and trays, shipping containers, picking tongs, glass
hatching jars, laboratory equipment, and a variety
of other objects. One of the latest additions is a
1963 Studebaker dump truck, with original paint
and only 27,000 miles, donated by the Alchesay-
Williams Creek National Fish Hatchery in
Arizona. The collection has grown in part because
of federal budget cuts and program changes that
reduced the number of hatcheries. As hatcheries
are closed or turned over to states, the Booth staff
works to ensure the preservation of potential
museum objects. Caring for cultural resources is a
new responsibility for the FWS. While most hatch-
eries have only a few museum quality items and
the FWS does not require transfer to Booth, hatch-
ery staffs are eager to find a safe home for their
historic objects.

The cultural resources of fish culture exist on
a larger scale than we realize. The challenge lies in
locating and preserving them before they are lost.
Increasing awareness within the FWS of these
important materials is vital to preserving this her-
itage.
_______________
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Interior of the
Spearfish Hatchery
in 1899. Photo
courtesy D.C.
Booth Historic
National Fish
Hatchery.


