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The Blackstone lost its river herring. Now, after decades
of frustrated efforts, there is a plan to bring them back.

Alex Kuffner froridencs Jourms | Sk TOOAY NETWORK
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Reopening the
Blackstone River

Plans to open up nearly 5 miles of the lower Blackstone and
the 206-acre Lonsdale Marsh in Lincoln to migratory herring,
" _shad and eels,al native fish that inrecent ye:
rienced steep population declines up and down the
Allantic Coast dua to human impacts, could cost moro than
£30milfo. 1 an excesdingly complex fort involingthe
M, the Nature Conservancy and a

anviionmental roupe, overnment agencies and trives.
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As early as 1719, the General

Assembly passed a law empowering

town councils to protect fish

passage. Legislators went further in
1735, ordering mill owners to enable

passage during the spring runs
“forever.” But forever wouldn’t

last

long. The laws were largely ignored.
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monochromatic with bulging eyes and an underbite that
evokes a bulldog’s visage. But what they lack in stature, they

spawning grounds bloodied and scarred.
‘And they are extraordinary in their abilty (0 tolerate ex-

e
ctos ovrfrom oseans o rves and back again, And whie

‘migratory fis

Switeh hetween resh anel satwateronly twice i thei ives
sexually mature herring do so twice a year, somefimes for
three or more years.

Mal my.g;mmmgemphymuym.\ghmuwumn
allowing herring. ntage
e B et siius Toor spe b peayrand
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Like salmon, individual fish imprint on the place where
they hatch,usi ingis

chemistyof i spowmingbeds

ts,depleted from long journeys in which they often
forg entin, oo e Ty te e i sturc af o s
procreating. Their young stay behind to grow and strengthen,

River herring help form the foundation of New England's
oastal ecosystem. Sitting near the bottom of the food chain,

to provide food for al,

“Everything feeds on river herring,” says Patrick McGee,
principal fisheries biologist with the Rhode Island Depart-
ment of Environment
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vias once considered the most polluted in
“This,” says John Torgan, executive direc-
f The Nature Conservancy in Rhode Island,
s the greatest ecological restoration projectin
state yet to be done”

st workig n America
‘The waterways of Southern New
England are littered with these rem-
‘nants of the reglon’s industrial h
Stateauthritis have counted some 670
sland alone.

shut down, some of these
bariers were razed or bypassed, allowing fish
10 retum to their anceszal spay
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Ten Mile in East Providence, the Woonasquatuciet in Prot

But herein Pawtucket, thebirthplace of the Industrial Revo-
ution
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bass, trout, perch, pickerel and

pike feed on them.
And from the water's edge, mink, raccoons and skunks
scavenge any remains.
Jna report on hering rn restoraton efforts, Timathy C.

etou, deserbes the e hat predatorswreak upon the
fish on their migratory path asa ‘gaunt
"1 the moriag,Fah sl upon The beach e thé only
remains of the violence that oceurted the previous evening,”
i writes.
Humans, too, would come to depend on this bounty from
the sea.

Rivers once ran silver with herring

Author John McPhee called shad America's fish”
in reference 1o George Washington's reliance on catches of
- .
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passage on the river. ALEX KUFFNER/THE PROVIDENCE JOURNAL
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Herring
Continued from Page 19A

But river herring have just as much of
a clm to the title as their migratory

186 told that in 162}, Tisquantum, the
Patuxet Wampanoag Indian also known
as Squanto, taught the Pilgrims the in-
digenous way to “fish” their com, pump-
kins, squash and beans, that is, to place
alewives with their seeds to enrich the
nutrient-poor soil of the region.

The prove crucial to
the settlers’ survival in the New World.
‘The Colonist Thomas Morton wrote that
a single acre planted this way would
yieldas muchas 3 acres without the fish.

tribes of what
‘would become New England also taught
the newcomers the value of eel, salmon,
shad and herring as vital sources of nu-
trition, the latter two of particular bene-

o festater inthe spcing ustas winter
stores of food were running
‘The natives would bmld leﬂmwl vil-

herring and

Inti
nearly 10,000 shad could return to the lower Blackstone. PROVIDED BY NOAA

Horace Keach, i his 1856 history of
B\lmllville t nnn

from headwaters near Worcester, Mas-

sachusetts,

ing, including along the banks of theriv-
er the Colonists would soon name the
Blackstone, but which the Nipmues
knew as Kittacuck and the Narragan-
st ealed Mishkittakooksepe. Both

translate to “great tidal river.”
On the lower part of the river, the
als

vivid in me
he Indians used to stand on the
rocks below the Pawtucket falls, and
with their bows and arrows shoot me
salmon as the latter were trying to
the falls,” one fisherman recounted in u
1907 story in The Journal.

Further upriver, the Nipmucs were

all t Falls.
Many yearslate thei xploit were sl
mory.

said to

‘known to fill the streams
mmmg places s0 St e oo mmm o

Falls, the river drops 438 feet. Mill own-
ers would concentrate this natural ener-
it

cident during what were known as the
Herring Wars in Falmouth, protesters
stuffed a cannon with herring and at-
tempted to fire it. The cannon, however,
exploded, killing the gunner.
Reflecting Imgcr economic changes,
iy won out, incuding en the
mu:kmne, where the Slater Mill Dam
won rotection from lawmakers
upon its construction.
Salmon were the first to disappear
from the river, probably in the 1700s.

by the mhtdlg of the next century.

wng on a lit-
tle longer in the Blackstone before trick-
ling to nothing. They fared beter else-
where, declining gradually over genera-
tions before plummeting over the last

Overfishing, bycatch losses, habitat
destruction, pollution and ~ climate
change may have all played a role in
pushing their populations to the point
that some have argued for protection
under the Endangered Species Act.

hn Waldman, a biologist at Queens
College in New York, writes that dozens
of other migratory fish on the Atlantic
Coast seen their populations
plummet because of human impacts.

3

"I'e fish were known o trave great
distances, sometimes 100, even 200,
i the coast to find the perfect
patch of freshwater to spawn.
In the days before ion, the

gyby that
by the 1830s, there was one for every
mile of river.

What may have been the first water
milln America was bulltin 1634 on the

migrations were miraculous, predict-
able in their timing and bringing fish
that were easy to catch and in plentiful

Neponset River i
then on, inhabitants of the region: st
ed damming rivers to drive saws to cut
Tumber and stone

at the present, and many showed trend
lines that sloped slowly toward zero” he

ites in hi ‘Running Silver:
Restoring Adantic Rivers and
Great Fish Migrations.”

Waldman uses the term “ghost fish-
es” to describe these species that once
layed an p

. They were the
Peepod or Amazon Prime deliveries of
the day, bringing calorie-rich food, in the
words of one former Massachusetts

with the bigger

timberandgranite dams it durg the
ustrial Revolution.

‘The lower Blackstone was modified

fisheries foner, “to the very
dootsof the poor peaple”
salted, brined

5. B
the Main Street Bridge in leluckal in
7

nets to catch salmon and herring and
it weirs, semi-permanent structures
made of sticks or rocks, to corral themin
rding 10 a history of
migratory fish in the Blackstone written
by scientists at the University of Rhode
Island who found “ample evidence” of
salmon, shad and herring in the river at
least as far north as modern-day Men-
don.

“There was a time when people said
‘you could almost walk across the Black-
stone on the backs of herring," said
Bruce Curliss, vesenays advocate for

the Hassanamisco Nipmi “Peo-
Pl o o then Faly ot moniths o

mmmmmlmmm;mmmml-
lowing spring.
‘William Bnggs Jr, an e.uly “Taunton
ler, was succinct in his view of the
importance of river hemmz oo Calo
nies.

alnn]slde e Tastem of the Biack:
stone, giving herring, which, unlike
salmon, are poor jumpers, an altemate
route around Pawiucket Falls.

systems but are now absent or in such
low numbers as to practically be gone.

“And so their absence resonates as
holes, or ‘ghosts; in the ecological ma-
chinery of their environments,” he
writes.

A new plan to bring herring back
to the lower Blackstone

From the edge of the Main Street
Bridge in Pawtucket, John Torgan scans

Little River was filled, mnwwing the
The

He calls out whe'n he sees the cormo-

It of
ated by Divine Providence to Americans.
.. he wrote.

Slater Mill opening begins
the decline of herring

8 fabneny caked Snzgcm’s

ench was dug out in the approximate
Jocationof Lt Rlver butitwasn'tlong
before mill owners dammed even this
new tributary. Eventually, it would be

insyw

‘When Samuel Slater opened his wa-

the river.
‘There was so much flling along that
side of the Blackstone that a feature

ter-powered textile mill in

rant erring or when he
spots the telltale ghm of a striped bass
that's also inpursut ofth fah.

‘Torgan has been fishing the waters in
Rhode Island since he was a child. When
e was little, his grandfather would take
him to the Gilbert Stuart Stream
North Kingstown, whi ul

packed with herring on their way from
the Narrow River to spawning grounds
in Carr Pond.

Pooplether would atehthe hering

just one day’s catch.” 1793, it signaled demise of
river igratory fishin  the middl of the Seckonk below Paw-
the Blackstone River. tucketFa isible,

unbelievable numbers of fish they wit-
nessed during the spring migration.

Slater chose the location for his cot-

e Tuming aver”

1634, William Wood observed ale-
wives “in‘such mullitudes as i allmost
inctedible, pressing by in such shallow

to

with poles, or forcive agita-
tions by other devices, will cause them
to retume to the sea, til they have cast
their Spawne.”

ng factory in large part be-
cause of its proximity to Pawtucket
Falls, which was partially dammed for
the first time in1718.

encasedvmhm:granne -block wall that
lines the riverbank.

As early as 1719, the General Assem-
bly passed a law empowering town
Legisla-

than a dozen feet, lhAbcd.rod{[nllswm

a ready source of m
Inadditon Sater Duilta sccond 5 foot
high upriver, adjacent to the

‘The Blackstone Valley would prove a
perfect place for the new industry that
Slater pioneered. On its 48-mile course

tors went further in 1735, ordering mill
owners to enable passage during the
sprivg runs Soreverr

But foever wouldn' last long. The

states, were largely lgnumd leadmg to
conflict with those who depended on
the herring fishery. In one infamous in-

“You could mp a net and get all you
want,”

“The Gilbert Staart runis believed to
be the oldest continuous run in the

that powered asnuff il Inthe 19603, a

fish ladder was built s erring
R the G A
Continued on next page
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A great blue heron takes wing at Lonsdale Marsh, mswp durlng May's annual “fish migration parade” celebrating the

Blackstone River and

Continued from previous page

Structures like it that slow down the
flow of ater and give herring places to
rest on their upward journey have been
constructed all around Rhode Island.
The first went up at Pawtuxet Falls in
Cranston in 1873. In other places, dams
have been removed in their entirety.

. The Nature Conservancy helped lead

Pawcatuck River to herring and other
fish, an effort that took decades to com-
plete and encompassed the removal of
two dams a;

Because of its historic status, the
Slater Mill Dam is protected. It wouldn't
omas periae 5 versime mp vum street
Dam either.

nd the of or
‘modification to fishways on three oth-

g

pany that uses it for hydropowor, and
even if the dam's taken down, the falls,

Now, the i has been
tasked by the DEM i

may be even bigger. Torgan is in Paw-
tucket on this spring moming with Ja-

in Rhode
Tl danes e Teopening in 2018 of
the entire 34-mile length of the Wood-
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toascend.
makes it impossible to build traditional
fish ladders.

The estritions have forced engi-
neers hired by the Conservi
creative. The centerpiece of the new

plan would take a page from the past
with the construction of roxi-
‘mately 10-foot-wide channel that would
Tun alongside the Blackstone, allowing
fish to bypass both dams.

“We don't think fish ever came up
over the falls at the mainstem, but rather
‘went along the edges,” says McNamee, a
fisheries biologist by training. “What
we're going to o is mimic that natural
phenomenon.”

Fish would enter through a gate on
the east bank of the river at a point be-
low Pawtucket Falls and continue up-
‘wards through the Apex property, under
Main Street and then in an open-air pas-
‘sage across Slater Mi fore exit-
ing just above Slater Mill Dam.

Nothinglike it has been built before in
Rhode Island for fish passage. Current
estimates put the cost at anywhere from
$20 million to $30 million, depending on
‘what gets included in the final proposal.

Construction of a more typical fish-
way at Elizabeth Webbing Mills Dam
would follow. The DEM bought the dam
and its hydropower works in 2010 with
the restoration of the Blackstone herring
run in mind. The existing power canal
‘would be converted ln(oalocky passage
and the dam would be lowered by 2 feet
ata cost of $2 million to $4 million.

‘The third and last piece of the puzzle
is the installation of a similar type of fish
ladder at Valley Falls Dam. The dam is
owned by a private hydropower opera-
tion, but under the terms of the license
from the federal government, the com-
‘pany must install fish passage if the two
other projects are complet

It's an exceedingly complex effort in-
volving, along with the DEM and the
Conservancy, a host of other environ-
mental groups, government agencies
and tribes: the National Park Service,
Save The Bay, the Narragansett Bay Re-
search Reserve, the Blackstone River
Watershed Council, the Blackstone Riv-
er Collaborative, the Hassanimisco Nip-
‘muc Band and the Narragansett Indian
Tribe, among others.

But if the entire plan is completed, it
‘would open up what McNamee, Torgan
and others describe as a perfect spawn-
ing habitat for migratory fish.

In time, according to DEM calcula-

tions, more than 200,000 river
and nearly 10,000 shad could retum to
the lower Blackstone.

“Allthe dominoes have to fall,” McNa-
‘mee says. “But if we can start fo knock
the dominoes down, we can get there.”
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