
on a chilly May morning, the fishermen
slammed the doors of their pickups and
hoisted their bags onto the boats where
they would spend the next 16 hours. The
roar of the engines broke the morning
silence, and soon Haul Boat and Old Salt
were easing out of Atlantic Harbor, push-
ing on up Core Sound to make a haul at
Portsmouth. At 5 a.m. the sky brightened,
and the morning star and crescent moon
conspired briefly on the horizon, but by
7 o’clock the sun had vaulted into the blue.
In the fresh light of a young day, the white-
painted hulls of the two old vessels looked
ageless, their rust stains and scuff marks
bleached out, their sharp bows and
rounded sterns set on rocking chair lines.

Coachwhips are somewhat antisocial and
are excellent at hiding, so the author
spent quite a bit of time.
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Twilight for Long-haulers?

The
MOVEMENTS

of long-haul fishing boats in Core Sound
are so

INTRICATE
and

LOVELY,
you forget that you’re looking

at another
THREATENED
part of our

COASTAL HERITAGE.

AT 3:30 AM
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Coachwhips are somewhat antisocial and
are excellent at hiding, so the author
spent quite a bit of time.

Old Salt and Haul Boat, owned by Capt. Danny Mason of Sea Level, are
haul boats, partners in a venerable commercial fishing operation called
“long-haul net fishing” (also known as long-hauling or haul netting). This
type of fishing, like most others, has had its ups and downs, but its heyday
may well have been in the 1970s and ’80s, when as many as a dozen long-
haul crews jockeyed for position in Core Sound. In the summer of 2007,
Mason’s two-boat crew of six was one of only two still at work on the water,
hanging on in what seems more and more likely to be the twilight of North
Carolina’s commercial fishing culture.

Long-haul fishing is a form of haul seining that may have originated in
Core Sound, or not—no one is exactly sure. At the northern end of the
sound, centered in the village of Atlantic, it is still practiced much as it has
been for the last century or more. The process involves two 40-foot work-
boats, two skiffs and six men, the workboats pulling nets for a couple of
miles over several hours. The boats pull the nets in the deeper parts of the
sound and head for shallower shoal waters. There, the boats crisscross,
creating a wide loop of net. Men in skiffs “cut out” the nets, pulling them
gradually into the skiffs until the final net, or “bunt net,” is attached and the
fish are corralled in a tight circle. Dispatched by the fish house, another boat,
called a “run boat” or “buy boat,” dips the trapped fish from the nets into its
hold, where they are iced down and brought to the fish house for packing.

Long-haul fishing is a warm-month fishery that begins in April as north-
ward migrating species such as spots and gray trout move into the sounds,
and it ends shortly after the full moon in October with larger spots, speckled
trout and other fish. The larger spots are the money fish, and fishermen say
that they can make most of their year ’s income with a good run of fall spots.
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The word “haul” multiplies in the lingo of long-haulers. A catch is called
a haul. A fishing trip is also called a haul, and so is the place where a haul is
made—as in “We hauled Evergreen yesterday.” Evergreen (a shoal in the
northern end of Core Sound, near Portsmouth), Royal Shoal, Schooner Shoal,
Whalebone and many other places are classic hauls, fished for generations.
A haul may be productive or unproductive, depending on random conditions
that remain unknowable. Captains use their experience and knowledge of
weather, tides and wind conditions to predict the best chances of a good haul
on a given day in a given season, but as any angler knows, fishing success is
never guaranteed no matter how good the fisherman. Long-haulers can be
skunked as easily as a bass fisherman, although the difference may be that
long-haulers won’t know until after 12 to 15 hours of strenuous labor. A
net full of rays or sharks or jellyfish can end a trip with nothing to show for
the day’s efforts. For long-haulers, disappointment is multiplied by six, the
number of the crew.

What makes this fishery distinctive are the workboats themselves and the
way they move together on the water. Mason’s boats were built specifically
for long-hauling. Old Salt (formerly Aliene) was built in 1919 by Ambrose
Fulcher of Atlantic. Its mate, Haul Boat (formerly Marion A.), is also Fulcher-
built, dating from 1936. Boats designed for long-hauling are shallow-drafted,
with narrow beams and high tucks to their sterns. For the shoal waters where
long-haulers work, a boat drafting 2 feet or so is a plus. The boats’ movements
on the water are a practiced choreography. With their engines thrumming
loudly and their white hulls brilliant in the sun, the boats dance a dignified
and slow pas de deux over the course of a day, approaching, passing and turn-
ing in well-scripted patterns that their captains have performed for decades.

Long-hauling is expensive and labor intensive. Besides the two three-man
crews with their boats and skiffs, long-hauling relies on a fish house and its
labor force to supply the run boat and ice, to sort and pack the fish, to main-
tain distribution networks, and sometimes to provide docking facilities.
Rising fuel costs, declining harvests, imported farm fish and plummeting
prices for wild-caught fish are the mesh of a darkening net that keeps more
and more boats at the dock while men hunt for work on dredges and ferries.
Not surprisingly, fish houses, the umbilical cord of commercial fishermen and
the social centers of Down East villages, are closing. The Fulcher Seafood
Company, one of two fish houses in Atlantic, shut its doors in February 2007
after 70 years of operation.

But let’s leave the elegies for another day. Instead, we will celebrate these
products of native boatbuilding genius, these Core Sound long-haul vessels
and their intricate choreography on the water. In a day of molded resins and
computer designs, their like will not be seen again. And attention must be
paid, as well, to the skills of the fishermen themselves, their ability to read
the winds and tides and parse the greater rhythms of the seasons, their
knowledge of the ways of fish, their humility and sense of humor in a time of
doubt and uncertainty.

Lawrence S. Earley is former editor of Wildlife in North Carolina.

THE BOATS’ MOVEMENTS ON THE WATER ARE A PRACTICED CHOREOGRAPHY.

With their engines thrumming loudly and their white hulls brilliant in the sun,

the boats dance a dignified and slow pas de deux over the course of a day, approaching,

passing and turning in well-scripted patterns that their captains

have performed for decades.


