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ABOARD THE COCKRELLS
CREEK—The second set went fast, the
150,000 menhaden in the net not as
“heavy” — that is, as frisky swimmers —
as the fish in the Cockrells Creek’s first
haul, farther down along the York Spit
Channel a half hour earlier.

As the boat’s giant vacuum hose
gathered in the last floppingmenhaden,
the spotter plane pilot circling overhead
said they should drop everything and
move off to port where another 150,000
fish were schooling. So the men on the
Cockrells Creek’s two
40-foot “purse boats”
hastened away — still
tied together with
ropes and a giant 1,500-
foot-long purse seine
net, half on one boat,
half on the other.

It didn’t go as fast the
rest of the day in Vir-
ginia’s 140-year old
menhaden fishery,
these days shrunken to one company
with eight vessels operating out of a tiny
port in one of the most rural corners of
the state.

It’s an industry that once made the
village of Reedville one of the most
prosperous in the state — big, brightly-
painted three-story Victorianmansions,
bedecked with gingerbread woodwork
under their generous shade trees line
Main Street in testimony to those long
gone days.

These days, menhaden are at the
center of an obscure, if fiercely fought,
political battle over who should catch
them where, and whether the Omega
Proteins fleet that still sails from
Reedville is harvesting too many from
the Bay. Among the reasons for that
concern: Menhaden are an important
food source for striped bass.

“We’re the last peoplewhowant to be
overfishing them. We want there to be

Top: Fishermen aboard purse boats from the Omega Proteins boat Cockrells Creek begin to raise a seine net full of menhaden Sept. 3.
Above, left: The 185-foot Cockrells Creek and other boats from the Omega Proteins fleet circle schools of fish. Above, right: Menhaden
jump as a net is raised from the Chesapeake Bay. Omega Proteins’ plant in Reedville processeses the fish, which are rich in omega-3 fatty
acids, for meal and nutritional supplements. The company is at the center of a battle over how many of the fish to harvest from the Bay.

CHASINGMENHADEN

A 140-year Bay tradition: Climb aboard the Cockrells Creek for a trip
in search of a small, oily fish that’s at the center of a big political battle.

Story by Dave Ress, Photos by Jonathan Gruenke
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MORE
ONLINE: Go
to dailypress
.com to see
a gallery of
photos and
watch video
of the Cockrells
Creek in
action.

“We are fortunate,” Brian
Lockwood says. In fact, he and
hiswife,Cindy, say it a lot these
days.

They say it enough that you
believe them despite the
6-inch scar that’s been on his
forehead for two weeks and
doesn’t look like it’s going away
anytime soon.

Yes, they are fortunate, even
though their home is gone and
even though they had to en-
dure several days cut off from
the rest of the world, their
communication reduced to an
occasional message informing
family and friends that “we are
OK,” with the longitude and
latitude of the point of trans-
mission.

They are fortunate because
they survived a direct hit —
literally — fromHurricane Do-
rian in the Bahamas and can
now talk about it in the past

THEY RODE OUT DORIAN—
ON ABACO IN THE BAHAMAS

See BAHAMAS/Page 4

Couple regrets not
evacuating home on
island in crosshairs
ByMike Holtzclaw
Staff writer



6 Sunday, September 15, 2019 DAILY PRESS

lots of fish,” said Alan Hinson,
captain of Omega’s newest boat,
the 185-foot long Cockrells
Creek, trying not to be too
disappointed that the day’s final
set—a school he’d spottedoff the
MathewsCounty shore— totaled
just 60,000 menhaden, plus the
ray one of his crew had carefully
tipped out of the net as the last
several hundred fish were
sucked into the hold.

Ofquotas and
fishermen

Those 60,000 fish weighed
about 9.5 metric tons, given the
average six-ounce weight of an
eight- to nine-inch, 2-year-old
fish, like those caught that day.

In 2013, when the Atlantic
States Marine Fisheries Com-
mission cut its coastwide cap on
the menhaden catch by 20%,
Omega cut two boats from its
fleet, which meant 45 fishermen
lost their jobs.

At the same time, the commis-
sion cut its separate limit on the
Bay catch by purse-seining ves-
sels like Cockrells Creek by 20%,
to 87,000 metric tons a year.
Purse seiners are called that
because they encircle schools of
fish with long seine nets which
are rigged to be drawn shut and
tightened, like an old-fashioned
money purse, to trap their prey.

“We’ve adjusted,” Hinson
said. “We can livewith that.”

But in 2017, when the commis-
sion decided the stock of men-
haden was healthy enough to
allow for an 8% increase in the
coastwide quota — the third
straight year the limit increased
— it went the other way with its
cap on the Bay catch by purse-
seiners. That it slashed by 41.5%,
to 51,000 tons.

Omega lobbied hard, and suc-
cessfully, to convince the Virgin-
ia General Assembly not to adopt
the commission’s new Bay cap,
meaning the state operates under
the old 87,000-ton limit.

Earlier thismonth,withweeks
togobefore theendof the season,
federal fisheries officials told
Omega it had exceeded the new
51,000 Bay cap by 400 tons.

“We had no intention going
into the season to exceed it, and
never imagined we would as
we’ve been doing so much fish-
ing just outside the Bay the past
few years, but this year those fish
didn’t show out there but instead
showed just inside the line desig-
nating it beingcaught in theBay,”
said Monty Deihl, Omega’s vice
president forocean fleet services.

Deihl said there’s no way
Omega’s Bay catchwould exceed
the older cap.

“If a company is going to be
fishing, it needs to comply with
state and regional rules and
regulations … not only have they
not done that, they don’t antici-
pate doing that,” since Omega
isn’t saying itwill not stop fishing
in the Bay, said Chris Moore, a
senior scientist with the Chesa-
peake Bay Foundation.

So far, the commission has not
pushed the matter, by recom-
mending the U.S. Department of
Commerce impose sanctions on
Virginia that could include a
moratorium on commercial fish-
eries — a recommendation likely
to find little support in the
Trump administration, commis-
sionmembers have said.

The commission said its aim
with the lowerBay cap is tomake
sure the menhaden harvested to
be processed into fish oil and
fishmeal at Omega’s plant don’t
all come from the Chesapeake

Bay. The total catch for fish oil
and fishmeal in recent years,
including what Omega’s boats
catch in the ocean from New
Jersey to North Carolina, has
averaged under 140,000 metric
tons.

More to the point, the latest
Bay quota cut was intended as a
precautionary measure, as scien-
tists work for a better under-
standing of the Bay’s menhaden
stock and how it fits into the
entire Chesapeake ecosystem,
Moore said.

It was pegged at the average of

the past five years, “plus a fudge
factor,” Moore said. So far
Omega hasn’t caught more, so it
seems like a precaution that
doesn’t hurt the company, he
said.

But the commission increased
its cap on menhaden caught in
Maryland waters and the Po-
tomac River, where Omega’s
boats are not allowed to fish, by
60%, its 2017 management plan
amendment shows. Instead of
being processed, the menhaden
caught there are used as bait to
catch edible fish and crabs. The

caponOmega’sBay catch is eight
times as large as the limits on the
Maryland and Potomac River
harvest.

Watching the fish
To spot menhaden from a

boat, even with binoculars from
the pilot house of the Cockrells
Creek, the equivalent of four
stories up above the waves, isn’t
easy.

A purplish patch among the
waves could be fish or simply a
current or quirk of wind. The
whipping of waves from the

flipping of diving fish’s tail, the
circling gulls or pelicans —
though there are far more of the
latter these days than back when
the fishery started — can all be
clues.

But you can plow along miles
of the lowerBaywithout spotting
any, unless your luck is good, as it
was for Hinson, spotting the
Cockrells Creek’s last set of the
day.

Which is why Omega’s boats
work hand in glove with spotter
pilots. After a Sunday flight by
the spotters found the best spot
on their New Jersey to North
Carolina patrol was likely to lie
between Cape Charles andMob-
jack Bay, the Cockrells Creek got
underway from Reedville at 2
a.m. Monday, in order to be in
place at dawn, when the planes
could take off again.

“It’s like fishing from the air,”
said Omega vice president Deihl,
while watching the boats pre-
pare for the overnight voyage
from Reedville to the mouth of
the Bay.

The sky above the black sil-
houette of the Eastern Shorewas
just reddening with the dawn
when mate Tim Crandall let the
Cockrells Creek drift slowly just
outside an anchorage dotted
with a half dozen coal ships,
waiting to load at Newport News
and Lamberts Point.

The spotter planes arrived
shortly after 6 a.m., and the
Cockrells Creek would circle,
impatiently, for nearly two hours
before one sent word of a big,
nearby school.

Another boat,whichhadmade
a slightly earlier start, was down
closer to theThimbleShoals light
where, as things would turn out,
the heavier schools, fresher from
the ocean, would be that day. It’s
not just that those fish move
aroundmore,making themhard-
er to handle in the net; they can
be bigger and, at least on this day,
gather in larger schools.

The Omega boats couldn’t go
toomuch farther out— they can’t
fish too near the Chesapeake Bay
Bridge Tunnel and have what
Hinson calls a “gentleman’s
agreement” not to fish near the
Lynnhaven River or closer than
threemilesoff theVirginiaBeach
Oceanfront. And while the boats
will range as far as New Jersey
and North Carolina, Hinson’s
hunchwas the fish this yearwere
more inclined to spend time in
the Bay than in past years.

“You have to gowhere the fish
are,” he said.

TheBay cap
That’s why the new Bay cap of

51,000 tonsworries Omega.
Even though its catch in the

Bay doesn’t always reach that
point, when autumn’s nor-east-
ers and hurricanes brush by, its
boats can’t safely go out off the
Carolina shore to chase the big-
ger, oilier late season fish that
congregate there.

The fish don’t like the bad
weather either — “the plant runs
24 hours a day during the fishing
season when we have fish, hav-
ing fish is very weather depend-
ent,” Deihl said.

“Fish show in different areas
at different times depending on
many factors — weather, winds,
tides, sunshine, atmospheric
pressure, etc. — and since we
need tobeable to seewhatweare
after, we will normally travel,
within reason, to where the fish
are showing, fully realizing that
we are normally passing tens of
millions of fish which are too far
below the surface for us to
effectively see and catch at that
moment,” he added.

Menhaden stocks are growing,

JONATHON GRUENKE/STAFF PHOTOS

Carroll Diggs, one of the 15 fishermen on the 185-foot long Cockrells Creek, pulls a seine net full of menhaden aboard a purse boat Sept. 3. The boat is part of the Omega Proteins fleet.

Lionel Waddy pulls a seine net in during a Chesapeake Bay trip in search of menhaden schools.

Menhaden, a small but commercially valuable fish, flap in the air while lodged in a seine net .

Engineer Julio Silva moves a giant vacuum hose used to gather menhaden from a seine net.

FISH
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particularly to the north,where a
new fishery is developing chas-
ing the fish for use as bait for
lobsters and other seafood, but
Moore said there are troubling
signs about the Bay population.

While the commission has not
found any overfishing of men-
haden, with its data showing the
catch has been sustainable since
the early 2000s, Moore is con-
cerned that there’s limited infor-
mation on the size of the stock in
the Bay, the nursery for about a
third of all Atlanticmenhaden.

He’s also concerned that the
number of young fish has been
flat, rather than growing. The
commission’s data shows this
number ranging from around
12 billion to 18 billion a year since
1990. That’s down from themore
variable numbers of the 1980s,
which were as high as around
30 billion.

But besides his questions
about population trends in the
Bay, Moore also worries that
Omega’s lobbying against the
new Bay cap — which included

convincing the Virginia General
Assembly not to amend state law
to incorporate the cut — puts the
whole interstate system of man-
aging fisheries at risk, even for
such hard-pressed species as
striped bass.

“When the biggest actor says
it’s not going to accept the rule,
that’s a bad signal, he said.

Time andmoney
“If you can step it up,we’ve got

some really good stuff popping
up to thewest,” Crandall radioed
to the purse boats as they closed
up and began tightening the net
around the first school of theday.
He had just heard that the
spotter found a second, big
school of menhaden a few hun-
dred yards away.

But that first school was even
better than the spotter had esti-
mated — there’d be 300,000 in
all. And because theywere heavy
— swimming hard to try to
escape — they were difficult to
handle.

When Crandall eased the
CockrellsCreeknext to thepurse
boats juggling the several tons of
fish in the net between them — a
feat of seamanship that Omega
won’t allow its boats to try when

there’s more than three- to four-
foot seas — he knew they’d have
to take a pass on the second
school the spotter reported.

Crandall ended up using the
boat’s “hardening rig”—the large
crane amidships— tomake three
separate grabs at the net, as if it
was securing three big handfuls
of the mesh in order to keep the
fish tightly corralled for the
vacuum hose to take up. For the
rest of the day’s much smaller
sets, the purse boats’ much
smaller power winches were
enough to handle that task.

“Time ismoney, time ismoney,”
Crandall muttered, as the slow
unloading continued and the spot-
terdirectedanotherOmegaboat to
the second school that Crandall
hoped tohurry after.

The chase
But 40 minutes later, the

spotters foundanother school for
the Cockrells Creek: Hinson
pulled the lever that sounded the
bell to tell the purse boats’ crews
— five each, including Hinson
himself on the starboard boat —
to get into their heavy waders,
seaboots andhardhats andclimb
up to the stern ramp where the
purse boatswere secured.

It took just a minute or two to
motor out to the school. On the
way out, the two boats move as
one, secured by lines bow and
stern as well as by the giant net,
filling the rear half of each boat.

From the Cockrells Creek,
Crandall watched carefully,
glancing back and forth to the
darker spot the school made in
thewater and the sun.

“I want to get in position — if
they’re going to break out, I want
to get between them and the sun.
They’ll head to the sun,” he said.

“But I’m going to want to end
up on the other side,” he contin-
ued, pointing to the open end of
the “V” the two purse boats were
making, as they started hauling
the net in. The opening of that V
wouldneed tobe tight against the
CockrellsCreekwhen itwas time
to start transferring the fish.

His careful jockeying of the
boat and the lighter load in the
net made for a faster transfer of
the second set — and allowed the
purse boats to chase quickly after
another schoolwhen they got the
word from the spotter.

Teamwork
It takes a lot of teamwork to

chasemenhaden.

The five men in each purse
boat have set positions: one at the
bow, handling lines; Hinson at
the controls in one boat, bosun
Lionel Waddy in the other; one
manat thepowerwinch; and two
at the stern, handling lines and
carefully stowing the net as the
winch man guides it through the
winch’s big rubberwheels.

When the Cockrells Creek
approaches purse boats and their
full net, hand signals and ges-
tures coordinate Larry Lander’s
precise toss of lines to the purse
boats as well as, a bit later,
Crandall’s control of the big
hardening rig with the purse
boats and Hinson’s and Waddy’s
directions to one another and to
their purse boat crews.

Hinson’s sharp downward
thrust of his arm, for instance,
alerted Irvin Ball, at the stern in
Hinson’s purse boat, to the
thrashing of a big red drum fish
in the third set; reaching down,
Ballwasable to roll the fishout so
it could swim away.

Radio calls fromthehalf dozen
spotter planes, circling more
than 500 feet above, keep the
team on track.

JONATHON GRUENKE/STAFF

Purse boats circle a school of menhaden as the sun begins to rise Sept. 3. Omega Proteins is at the center of a battle over how many of the fish should be harvested in the Bay.

FISH
Continued from 6

See FISH/Page 8



8 Sunday, September 15, 2019 DAILY PRESS

727 MAIN STREET, WEST POINT, VIRGINIA 23181

PEACE
OF MIND

10 YEAR
WARRANTY

=

Ten Years, A Decade, a total of 3,650 Days. That’s a long
time, and a lot can happen. And UNLESS you bought a Speed
Queen, you probably saw a washer and dryer come and go.

804-843-2464 • www.wyattoggfurniture.com
Hours of Operation • Monday - Friday 8am-6pm, Saturday 9am-5pm, Sundays - Closed

NOT ALL WARRANTIES
ARE CREATED EQUAL.

*Cover all parts and in home labor, limited time offer.

PURCHASE AND DELIVER A WASHER OR DRYER OR BOTH
BEFORE SEPT 30TH AND RECEIVE A 10 YEAR WARRANTY*

NowAccepting
New Patients and Referrals

Surgical
Root Canal
Treatment

Non-
Surgical

Root Canal
treatment

Retreatment
of Root
Canal Traumatic

Injuries

Cracked
Teeth

w

NowAccepting
New Patients and Referrals

Surgical
RoRootot CCananalal
Treatment

Non-
Surgical

RoRootot CCananalal
treatment

Retreatment
ofof RRoooott
Canal Traumatic

Injuries

Cracked
Teeth

Don’t be in pain any longer
Toothache?

Your teeth are important to your health.
Our procedures cover all areas of Endodontic

treatments including:

302 Bulifants Boulevard, Suite 102
Williamsburg, VA 23188

757-231-5021
www.peninsulaendo.net

Kalisha Jordan DDS, MSD

After the purse boats trans-
ferred the second set to the
Cockrells Creek, it was the spot-
ter’s radio call — “Let it go, let it
go,” that told the purse boats it
was time to start circling the third
school of the day.

Then, the spotter’s call: “You’re
off a little bit” to the bosun, to let
himknowhehadn’t quite reached
the edge of the school and needed
to ease off to starboard some,
before the boats and neatly encir-
cled the fish.

Sometimes, it doesn’t work as
well—aswhenthespotter founda
fourth school in hard by the
second set of buoys in the York
Spit channel.

But as the purse boats ap-
proached, came the bad news.

“They’re really not moving all
thatmuch,” the spotter radioed.

The fish were too close to the
buoytogoafter—evenif thepurse
boats could keep the net clear,
there was too big a risk the buoy
would tear up the net.

Hits andmisses
The fifth school, on the other

hand,moved too fast.
“They’re not breaking. They’re

not breaking,” Crandall muttered,
watching through his binoculars
as the purse boats tightened the
net,

“Maybe they’re late breakers …
they’re not breaking. There’s not
going to be any fish.”

There weren’t — just several
hundred, barelyworthputting the
suction hose down.

A day that had started strong
was turning sour.

“Tell me which way to go,”
Hinson grumbled into the radio
after clambering back up to the
pilot house.

But the spotters had nothing
good to tell him.

Hinson didn’t really want to
turn south, back toward Thimble
light, since that would put him
behind another, faster boat — that
wouldmean a choice of coming in
late back to Reedville, and maybe
not unloading his fish until the
next morning, putting him back
among the schools too late in the
day for good fishing, or else
staying out overnight.

Overnight wouldmean the fish
would begin to soften, despite the
Cockrells Creek’s refrigerated
holds.

Since the crew’spaydepends in
large part on the volume of fish
they land — and since softer fish

can get chewed up at dockside
during unloading, and get squish-
ed down more than firmer,
fresher fish in the tanks where
they’re measured — there’s a cost
to delay in returning toReedville.

“Sometimes, playing the plant
is more important than playing
the fish,”Hinson said.

Being first—or not
Headednorth, off theMathews

County shore, Hinson got some
good news: One of the spotters
found a school of menhaden — a
big one, maybe 200,000 or
250,000 fish.

But dead ahead, right next to
the school was a small white
powerboat, and a couple of men
happily casting.

They were going after cobia,
Hinson reckoned.

Menhaden aren’t particularly
good to eat — it is their oil, full of
omega-3 fatty acids, that makes
them taste bad but also makes
them a valuable source of nutri-
tional supplements, especially for
people trying tomanage triglycer-
ide levels in their blood or boost
the effectiveness of anti-inflam-
matorydrugs for treatingrheuma-

toid arthritis.
But fish and birds feed on them

—when the purse boats encircle a
school, they’ll draw flocks of gulls
and pelicans.

Recreational fisherman say
menhaden are a favorite prey of
striped bass.

A Virginia Institute of Marine
Science study shows menhaden
account for about 8% of what
striperseat.Otherstudies, though,
suggest that menhaden account
for about a third of what large
striped bass eat, while computer
modeling by a team of fisheries
scientists from the University of
Maryland’s Chesapeake Biolog-
ical Laboratory and Humboldt
State University in 2017 estimated
the population of striped bass is
nearly 30% belowwhere it would
be if there were no commercial
menhaden fishery.

Watchingoneof themenonthe
power boat cast again, Hinson cut
theCockrells Creek’s engines.

“What are you doing here on a
work day?” he joked. “Maybe
they’llmove on.”

But another small power boat
sped towards them, eyeing what
its captain obviously thought was

a fish hotspot.
“We won’t disturb them,” Hin-

sonsaid,watchingthesecondboat
settle in the water off his port
beam.

“Theywere here first.”

Sharp eyes
Hinson cut the engine to let the

Cockrells Creek drift for a bit,
hoping the two power boats
would move on, but after several
minutes, reluctantly, gave up and
started heading back toReedville.

After three decades chasing
menhaden, he can read thewater,
and spotted a darker patch with
the tell-tale small splashes of
menhaden fins breaking the sur-
face.He radioed a spotter, to see if
the pilot saw the school that he
was sure hewas seeing.

Itwasn’t the biggest school, but
it was tight-packed, and right
there. He rang the bell, stepped
back into his boots and waders,
and headed to the purse boats,
poised on the Cockrells Creek’s
stern ramp.

The60,000 fish thepurse boats
unloaded a half hour later would
put theCockrellsCreek’s take that
day at just over 800,000 men-

haden.
“A littleaboveaverage,”Hinson

said.
With the Lancaster shore off to

port, Hinson — a native of that
Northern Neck county — says he
remembers his grandfather’s
poundnets there— the stakes that
held those nets are long gone.

Hinson’ father fished for two
decades with the menhaden fleet,
while his great-grandfather was
also a pound net fisherman in
Lancaster.

An avid recreational fisherman
himself — Hinson just came in
fourth in a mackerel tournament
—heknows thatmenhadenare an
important source of food for other
species. But he’s pretty sure there
are more than enough to go
around for the striped bass and
other game fish that themselves
generate a multimillion-dollar
Virginia business and for
Reedville’s bigmenhaden boats.

“I think there’s more fish now
then when I was a boy,” he said,
making the final turn into the
channel forReedville.

DaveRess, 757-247-4535,
dress@dailypress.com
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Capt. Alan Hinson of the Cockrells Creek checks his cellphone and monitors before sunrise while navigating the boat to begin a day of fishing.


