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About the book

In *The Book of Eels*, author Tom Fort embarks on a mesmerizing quest to

unravel the secrets of the eel, a creature steeped in mystery and revered

across cultures for centuries. The eel's life cycle begins in the Sargasso

Sea—a vast expanse of ocean uniquely positioned among the Bermuda

Triangle—where it is believed to spawn before undertaking a perilous

journey back to rivers and lakes, culminating in its instinctive return to the

sea to die. This profound cycle has confounded philosophers and scientists

alike, captivating the imaginations of ancient civilizations such as the

Egyptians, who associated the eel with divine attributes, and the Romans,

who considered it a delicacy fit for their elite.

Fort's narrative intricately weaves personal anecdotes with the broader

historical context of eel fishing, revealing not only his own obsession with

the creature but also the varied practices and fortunes experienced by those

who fish for eels. Throughout his travels, he encounters a diverse cast of

characters—fellow anglers, biologists, and culinary enthusiasts—who share

their insights and experiences, enriching the tapestry of Fort's exploration.

Together, they reflect the complex relationship humans have with this

elusive creature, highlighting how its mystery continues to inspire both

wonder and culinary delight. As Fort delves deeper into the enigmatic world

of eels, he not only seeks answers about their biology but also contemplates

broader themes of nature, existence, and the connections between humans
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and the natural world.
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About the author

In "The Book of Eels," Tom Fort embarks on a poignant exploration of eels,

creatures that have captivated humans for centuries with their biological

mysteries and elusive nature. The narrative alternates between Fort's

personal experiences and the broader ecological and historical significance

of eels, creating a rich tapestry that weaves together science, memoir, and

environmental reflection.

The story begins with Fort's childhood memories of fishing for eels in the

rivers of his native England. As he recounts these moments, he reflects on

the bond formed between humans and nature, highlighting the feelings of

wonder and curiosity that eels evoke. This personal narrative is interspersed

with fascinating facts about eel biology, including their remarkable life

cycle—spawning in the Sargasso Sea, migrating thousands of miles, and

spending years in freshwater before returning to reproduce. Fort skillfully

illustrates the enigmatic nature of eels, drawing readers into the depths of the

aquatic world and the scientific questions that surround it.

As the chapters progress, Fort delves into the historical context, discussing

ancient beliefs and myths surrounding eels, which have often been perceived

as symbols of mystery and transformation. He introduces historical figures

and naturalists who have studied eels, providing insights into how

humanity’s understanding of these creatures has evolved over time. This
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exploration reflects a broader theme of the interconnectedness of life and the

environment, emphasizing how our perceptions of nature are often shaped

by personal experiences and cultural narratives.

Fort's writing also invites readers to consider the environmental challenges

facing eels and aquatic ecosystems today. He addresses issues like habitat

destruction, overfishing, and climate change, which threaten the future of

these remarkable creatures. Through this lens, Fort urges readers to reflect

on their own relationships with nature and the responsibility we hold in

safeguarding the environments that sustain us.

In conclusion, Fort’s "The Book of Eels" is more than just a tribute to an

intriguing species; it is a meditation on memory, place, and the profound

connections we forge with the natural world. By cleverly intertwining

personal anecdotes with scientific exploration, Fort crafts a narrative that is

both educational and deeply moving, encouraging readers to ponder the

mysteries of life beneath the water's surface and our role in preserving it.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Summary Content List

Chapter 1: ONE My eel

Chapter 2: TWO A dainty dish

Chapter 3: THREE By diverse means

Chapter 4: FOUR Genesis

Chapter 5: FIVE Searching

Chapter 6: SIX Challenge

Chapter 7: SEVEN Leaving

Chapter 8: EIGHT Homecoming

Chapter 9: NINE Babies

Chapter 10: TEN Sweet Thames

Chapter 11: ELEVEN Queen of the lagoon

Chapter 12: TWELVE Racks and pots

Chapter 13: THIRTEEN Fishermen of Neagh

Chapter 14: EPILOGUE A lament

Chapter 15: A SELECTIVE BIBLIOGRAPHY

Chapter 16: ENDNOTES TO THE 2020 EDITION

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Chapter 1 Summary: ONE My eel

Chapter 1: The Eel and Its Mystique

The opening chapter presents the author’s disillusionment with his biology

class, set in a stagnant, musty room where the curriculum focused on

mundane topics like photosynthesis. This environment stifled a genuine

curiosity about more captivating subjects, such as the mysterious life of eels.

The author reflects on this missed opportunity for exploration, wishing he

had been taught about these enigmatic creatures instead.

As the narrative unfolds, the author recalls fishing trips taken with his

brothers in the scenic rivers of Lakeland and Scotland. Here, the eel emerged

as a frequent, unwelcome catch—its slippery, elusive nature contrasting

sharply with the more desirable trout. Though often seen as a nuisance, these

early encounters ignited a curiosity about the life and habits of eels, hinting

at their hidden complexities.

The author recounts varied fishing escapades involving eels: humorous

mishaps during a pike fishing outing and the eventual capture of a sizable eel

that, upon preparation, released a foul odor, necessitating its disposal.

Techniques for catching eels are explored, including the use of night-lines

and fishing with worms, underscoring the traditional methods of eel fishing.
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Describing the eel as a nocturnal hunter, the author paints a picture of this

fascinating creature thriving in darkness, employing stealth to hunt its prey.

Despite its distinctive appearance—often evoking aversion among

observers—eels hold culinary significance in various cultures, though they

are largely overlooked in British cuisine, which contrasts sharply with their

celebrated status in many European traditions.

The chapter delves into the enigmatic biology of eels, highlighting the many

mysteries that remain despite advances in science. The difficulty of

domesticating eels for farming and the waning appreciation of their

nutritional value in modern British diets exemplify the disconnect between

tradition and contemporary culinary practices.

The author’s personal reflections culminate in a longing to catch a large eel,

acknowledging the complexities and challenges inherent in the pursuit of

these creatures. Plans to employ fyke nets at Coniston water ultimately yield

disappointing results, with only a few eels caught—further illustrating the

elusiveness of this intriguing species.

In summary, this chapter intertwines the author's nostalgic memories with a

deeper exploration of cultural perceptions and biological mysteries

surrounding eels. It reveals a growing admiration for these

often-misunderstood animals and highlights the captivating interplay
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between personal experience and broader cultural narratives. The chapter

sets the stage for further exploration of eels, hinting at the author’s enduring

fascination with their mystique.
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Chapter 2 Summary: TWO A dainty dish

Chapter 2 Summary: The Life and Culture of Eels

The chapter opens with a portrait of Brendon Sellick, a dedicated eel

fisherman in his late sixties, who practices traditional fishing methods in

Bridgwater Bay, Somerset. Utilizing a unique tool known as a mudhorse—a

low, wooden platform that allows him to traverse the muddy flats—Brendon

embodies a lifestyle committed to catching eels and other fish primarily for

personal sustenance, with a modest surplus for sale.

Brendon's fishing techniques rely on fixed nets positioned along historical

fish routes, reflecting a craftsmanship passed down through generations.

However, he is troubled by the diminishing eel populations, reminiscing

about their once abundant presence. This nostalgia starkly contrasts with his

recent experiences of travel to exotic locations, symbolizing the cultural

shifts facing modern fishermen like Brendon.

The chapter delves into the rich cultural history of eels, highlighting their

esteemed status since ancient Greek times. Prominent figures such as

Aristotle and Archestratus praised eels, associating them with luxury and

fine dining. Across Europe, various cultures have woven eels into their

culinary practices, most notably in England and Italy, where traditional
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recipes celebrate this aquatic delicacy.

Transitioning to contemporary concerns, the narrative introduces Roger

Castle, another eel enthusiast who illustrates the challenges modern eel

fishermen face. He reflects on the historical abundance of eels in Poole

Harbour, lamenting the drastic declines in their populations due to

overfishing and environmental changes. Roger's passion for eels is coupled

with anxiety about their future, as he fears he might be among the last

champions of this declining tradition.

As eels gained prominence in culinary circles from ancient Rome through

Victorian England, they became integral to various diets, prepared in myriad

ways. Even today, eels maintain their status as a gastronomic delicacy,

revealing a profound cultural significance across Europe and Asia. In Japan,

for instance, eel is celebrated in rich culinary traditions, highlighting the

enduring affection for this species.

In conclusion, the chapter draws attention to the inseparable bond between

eel fishing and cultural identity. It emphasizes the trajectory of societal

perceptions about eels while also addressing the pressing threats they face

today. The legacy of eels as both sustenance and a cultural symbol persists,

but their populations teeter on the brink of sustainability, raising important

questions about conservation and heritage.
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Chapter 3 Summary: THREE By diverse means

Chapter 3 Summary: The History and Methods of Eel Fishing

Eel fishing boasts a rich heritage that stretches back to prehistoric times.

Archaeological discoveries near Lough Neagh in Northern Ireland unveil

ancient settlements adept at various fishing techniques, showcasing an early

understanding of eels' migratory patterns.

By the era of Aristotle, communities living near water had already mastered

eel fishing, an interest further documented by the Romans. Notably,

Claudius Aelianus described an unusual method using lamb intestines to lure

eels, although skepticism surrounds its authenticity. This fascination with

eels extended beyond mere sustenance to culinary enjoyment.

During the Middle Ages, monasteries emerged as key players in the eel

fishing landscape, reliant on substantial catches to support their

communities. Bishops and abbeys meticulously controlled fishing rights,

underscoring the eel's significance in ecclesiastical economies.

Techniques varied regionally and seasonally. In winter, cultures used

methods like spearing and trapping, while they capitalized on the autumn

migration with weirs. This wealth of knowledge was often passed down
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orally, illustrating a shared, communal expertise.

In North America, Indigenous tribes, particularly in the St. Lawrence River

basin, innovated their own sophisticated eel fishing practices, using weirs

and harpoons to harness the abundant eel populations for food and cultural

traditions. Their seasonal fishing methods highlighted the eel's vital role in

their diet and way of life.

However, the 19th century ushered in urbanization and a burgeoning railroad

system, leading to a decline in traditional eel fishing. As cheaper options like

sea fish gained popularity, the age-old practices associated with eel fishing

began to fade, becoming increasingly nostalgic.

Today, the cultural significance of eels has diminished, relegating them to

the margins of modern culinary preferences. The waning interest in

traditional eel dishes reflects broader shifts in food consumption patterns,

overshadowing the once-prominent role eels played in local economies and

cuisines.

This chapter encapsulates the complex relationship between humans and

eels, illustrating the evolution of practical fishing knowledge across

millennia and the poignant decline of these traditions in the context of

modern society.
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Chapter 4: FOUR Genesis

Chapter 4 Summary: Genesis of the Eel

The chapter explores the enigmatic origins of freshwater eels through the

lenses of cultural myths and scientific inquiry, highlighting the stark

contrasts between Maori mythology and contemporary research. According

to Maori creation lore, Tuna, the eel god, was fragmented into various

species, offering a mythical perspective on the diverse forms of eels. In

contrast, modern DNA analysis traces the evolutionary roots of eels back

between 60 to 100 million years to the western Pacific, establishing a

biological narrative that challenges traditional beliefs.

Despite their ancient lineage, the life cycle and migratory behaviors of eels

remain largely mysterious. Renowned poet Seamus Heaney, in his poem

"The Return," captures this enigma through evocative language. Scientific

attempts to understand how eels navigate immense oceanic distances to

spawn have been stymied, leading to numerous fantastical myths about their

reproductive processes that date back to Aristotle and extend into the 19th

century.

The evolution of scientific understanding surrounding eels reveals a history

marked by misguided theories. One particularly notable figure, David
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Cairncross, posited in 1862 that eels derived from beetles, reflecting a

pattern of erroneous conclusions arising from limited empirical evidence.

This thematic thread runs back to Aristotle, whose observations on eel

feeding and reproduction laid the groundwork for subsequent scholars like

Pliny and Izaak Walton, who perpetuated various misconceptions about eels.

A pivotal shift occurred in the 17th century with researchers such as

Francesco Redi, who made empirical assertions that eels migrated to the sea

for breeding, significantly based on direct observation. The quest for the

eels' reproductive anatomy took a century to reach a critical juncture in

1897, when Giovanni Battista Grassi and his team discovered mature male

eels and connected them to the larval stage known as Leptocephalus

brevirostris. 

Grassi's findings represented a breakthrough in eel research by suggesting

that eels spawn in the ocean. However, his conclusions, driven by

observational limitations—such as failing to document early-stage

eels—undermined his theories' accuracy. His legacy, though marked by both

achievement and oversight, underscores the intricate challenges associated

with unraveling the mysteries of the natural world.

Through a blend of myth, historical conjecture, and the gradual evolution of

scientific understanding, this chapter vividly illustrates the ongoing struggle

to uncover the truths about eels, encapsulating a rich dialogue between
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Chapter 5 Summary: FIVE Searching

Chapter 5 Summary: Searching

In the summer of 1904, the Danish research vessel *Thor* embarked on a

pivotal journey that would reshape the understanding of European eel

spawning grounds. Onboard was Johannes Schmidt, a promising young

scientist whose keen observations would challenge the long-held beliefs of

the scientific community, particularly those of Giovanni Battista Grassi, who

claimed the eels spawned in the Mediterranean.

Johannes Schmidt, a 27-year-old born into a family of botanists and

scientists, had developed a passion for the natural sciences, studying

medicine and marine biology at the University of Copenhagen. His growing

reputation in biology positioned him as a key contributor to the *Thor*

expedition where, during his investigations, he made a groundbreaking

discovery: eel larvae captured west of the Faroes were traced back to the

Sargasso Sea, far from the Mediterranean. This marked a significant shift in

the understanding of eel origins, suggesting that Western European eels were

derived from the Atlantic instead.

The findings ignited controversy between Schmidt and Grassi, who

staunchly defended his own theories. Grassi's publications sought to uphold
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his assertion, yet Schmidt's mounting evidence called those claims into

question. As Schmidt continued his research, he became increasingly vocal,

deducing that the Mediterranean could not be the singular breeding ground

for eels.

A major breakthrough occurred in 1910 with the *Michael Sars* expedition,

which further validated Schmidt's theory by revealing more larvae in the

North Atlantic. This success propelled Schmidt to advocate for continued

research, arranging for other vessels to collect samples. His tireless efforts

yielded an abundance of larvae that were smaller and more numerous than

previously collected, intensifying the examination of the Sargasso Sea as the

definitive breeding ground.

By 1921, Schmidt’s extensive research culminated in a presentation to the

Royal Society of London, where he confidently laid out his findings. His

meticulous approach aimed to convince his peers of the accuracy of his

conclusions: that the spawning grounds of the European eel indeed lay in the

North Atlantic.

Despite initial skepticism from some scientists, Schmidt’s work gradually

gained acceptance, laying the foundation for modern eel biology. His ability

to synthesize his evidence in a compelling manner emphasized the essence

of empirical research in marine biology, shifting the scientific consensus in

his favor.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Schmidt’s groundbreaking discoveries brought Denmark national

recognition and encouraged him to broaden his study of eels on a global

scale. However, he maintained a humble cautiousness in his conclusions,

always aware of the complexities and the many unknowns within eel

research. His commitment to scientific progress, even when it challenged

traditional views, established a lasting legacy that would influence the field

for generations, navigating the tensions between innovation and established

practices.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Chapter 6 Summary: SIX Challenge

Chapter 6 Summary

Introduction  

Chapter 6 delves into a transformative moment in eel research with the

return of Johannes Schmidt and his team, setting a historical backdrop that

highlights significant advances in understanding eel life cycles. Central to

this discourse is Jan Boetius, a modern scientist deeply influenced by

Schmidt’s legacy.

Johannes Schmidt's Contributions  

Johannes Schmidt emerges as a pioneering figure in eel research, whose

extensive studies on eel breeding illuminated new avenues for scientific

inquiry. His rigorous methodology and groundbreaking discoveries cement

his status within the scientific community, establishing him as both a thinker

and a leader whose influence is felt long after his initial findings.

Jan and Inge Boetius  

The narrative then shifts to Jan and Inge Boetius, who reflect on Schmidt's
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extensive impact while navigating contemporary eel studies. Jan’s nostalgic

recollections of past breakthroughs contrast with Inge’s commitment to

advancing current research efforts, illustrating the continuity and evolution

of scientific exploration within the field.

Science After Schmidt  

Despite Schmidt’s monumental contributions, his work inadvertently stifles

further inquiry into eel science, as many researchers fear to challenge his

assertions. While several scientists build upon his foundations, admiration

for Schmidt’s findings often hinders critical examination, revealing a

complex relationship between reverence and innovation.

Denys Tucker's Challenge  

The status quo is disrupted by Denys Tucker, a British zoologist whose

provocative research contends that European eels do not return to their natal

waters. Tucker’s theories ignite spirited debate within the scientific

community, forcing researchers to reassess Schmidt's methodologies and

conclusions, and highlighting the dynamic nature of scientific discourse.

Reactions to Tucker's Ideas  

Tucker’s bold stance meets with skepticism and defensiveness from
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established researchers, who question his reliability and methodological

approaches. This controversy fosters a vibrant exchange of ideas and

critiques that prompts reevaluation of long-standing beliefs within eel

research, illustrating the contentious nature of scientific progress.

Ongoing Research and New Discoveries  

Subsequent studies begin to offer alternative insights into the influences

shaping eel populations, particularly scrutinizing Schmidt’s exclusive focus

on the Sargasso Sea as the sole breeding ground. Researchers explore

genetic and environmental variables, drawing attention to the complexity

and myriad factors affecting eel migration and breeding habits.

Jan Boetius's Reflection  

Jan Boetius introspectively evaluates Schmidt’s character, recognizing the

dichotomy between his monumental contributions and an apparent desire for

personal acclaim that may have impacted the integrity of his scientific work.

This nuanced perspective underscores the personal dimensions of scientific

pursuit.

Legacy of Eel Research  

The chapter concludes with a contemplation on the pursuit of knowledge
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surrounding the enigmatic eel, balancing Schmidt's foundational influence

against Tucker's controversial challenge. This interplay between legacy and

inquiry continues to propel the scientific community, reminding researchers

that the mysteries of eel life remain a testament to the limits of human

understanding and the ever-evolving nature of scientific investigation.
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Chapter 7 Summary: SEVEN Leaving

Chapter 7 Summary: The Eel's Incredible Migration

This chapter explores the remarkable journey of eels, particularly focusing

on the extensive migration they undertake for breeding. The groundbreaking

research conducted by Johannes Schmidt in 1923 unveiled the complex life

cycle of eels, revealing that these creatures embark on a monumental journey

from various European regions to the Sargasso Sea—a region in the North

Atlantic Ocean recognized for its distinct environmental features—where

they spawn. Unlike humans who make conscious choices in their

reproductive processes, eels follow a deeply ingrained biological instinct

that urges them to travel thousands of miles, prompting curiosity about such

an extensive natural phenomenon.

As autumn approaches, eels undergo significant physiological

transformations. They develop silvery bellies, halt their feeding, and

accumulate fat reserves in preparation for migration. This instinctual journey

is also influenced by external environmental factors such as the cover of

night, low barometric pressure, and elevated water levels in rivers. These

conditions trigger synchronized mass migrations, demonstrating the

resilience and adaptability of eels.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Historical records document the staggering amounts of eels harvested during

migrations, illustrating their abundance and the influence that environmental

factors have on their travel. One of the fascinating aspects of eels is their

remarkable ability to traverse land over considerable distances in search of

water, a feat that sets them apart from many other fish species and

showcases their extraordinary adaptability.

However, the navigational abilities of eels during their migration remain a

mystery. Various theories suggest they rely on sensory cues, such as smell,

or respond to environmental factors like ocean currents and magnetic fields

to guide them on their journey.

Upon reaching the Sargasso Sea, the eels engage in breeding. Despite the

extensive scientific inquiry into this phenomenon, the adult eels' presence in

the breeding grounds remains elusive, with no adult eels or their eggs ever

found. This absence adds a layer of intrigue to their life cycle, leading to

speculation about what occurs after breeding. It remains unknown whether

eels perish after reproduction or if they continue to inhabit the great depths

of the ocean.

In summary, this chapter highlights the enigmatic and extraordinary nature

of eel migration and breeding, weaving together themes of wonder, instinct,

and the scientific challenges posed by the complexities of their life cycle. It

invites readers to ponder the mysteries of nature as exemplified by the eel's
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incredible journey.
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Chapter 8: EIGHT Homecoming

### Homecoming

The narrative begins with the remarkable journey of adult eels migrating

from estuaries back to the Sargasso Sea, marking the end of summer.

Concurrently, infant eels, known as thin-heads, make their way to Europe,

starting in Portugal and spreading through France and the Mediterranean.

Their migration is a long trek, taking two to three years and showcasing the

eels’ impressive navigational skills across vast oceanic distances.

### Migration Patterns

As summer fades, mature eels embark on their annual migration while the

thin-heads' journey begins anew. These infant eels journey across the

Atlantic and over two to three years gradually make their way to European

waters. They first land on the Portuguese coast before moving up through

France and into the Mediterranean, illustrating a complex life cycle that

depends heavily on environmental cues like water temperature and ocean

currents.

### Growth Stages
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Upon reaching Europe, thin-heads undergo a fascinating metamorphosis into

glass eels, transitioning into a thicker, more cylindrical form. This change

occurs as they adapt to altering ocean depths and tidal patterns, with several

factors influencing their physical development and timing of arrival—a

critical phase in their life cycle.

### Dispersal and Distribution

During their migration, eels appear to lack a specific homing instinct.

Although many head towards the Iberian Peninsula and the Mediterranean,

the underlying reasons for their dispersal patterns remain largely a mystery.

Researchers are left pondering the dynamics of their movement, particularly

in how these ancient fish navigate the diverse European waterways.

### Freshwater Adaptation

As glass eels enter freshwater ecosystems for the first time, they begin

another transformation, evolving into elvers. This process includes

developing pigmentation and denser flesh, marking a significant stage in

their life cycle. Their upstream migration, described in historical accounts,

highlights the sheer number and determination of these creatures as they

navigate obstacles in search of suitable habitats.

### Historical Abundance
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The early 20th century saw an abundance of glass eels in Europe, creating a

booming market for these fish. Historical narratives capture the vast

migrations and the energized populations of elvers, underlining their

importance to both commercial enterprises and local diets, as they became a

staple in many European communities.

### Survival and Predation

Despite facing numerous threats, including predators and environmental

stress, elvers display incredible resilience. Their relentless climb against

rivers’ currents showcases their tenacity as they overcome physical barriers

to reach their freshwater habitats. Detailed observations throughout history

reflect their determination in the face of adversity.

### Sexual Differentiation

The living conditions and migratory experiences significantly influence the

sexual development of eels. Research suggests a natural shift towards female

characteristics as they mature, though the understanding of how gender

orientation develops in these creatures remains an unresolved topic,

highlighting the complexity of eel behavior and biology.

### Longevity and Habitats
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Eels are renowned for their astonishing longevity and adaptability, often

thriving in various habitats throughout Europe. They generally grow more

slowly in European waters compared to tropical regions, suggesting that

warmer climates may offer a more favorable environment for their growth.

### Cannibalism and Dietary Habits

Eels are opportunistic feeders and exhibit cannibalistic tendencies when

resources are limited. Debate continues over the extent to which their

feeding habits affect other fish species' populations, as eels tend to adapt

their diets seasonally rather than engaging in indiscriminate consumption.

### Myths and Monster Eels

Throughout history, tales of monster eels have captured the imagination,

blending fact and fiction into folklore. While some eels are indeed large, the

largest specimens remain elusive, shrouded in mystery due to their secretive

lifestyles and deep-water habitats.

### Final Thoughts

Ultimately, eels embody resilience and adaptability in nature. Their

fascinating life cycles, from dramatic migrations to their intriguing survival
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strategies, continue to evoke wonder and curiosity. Whether in the wild or as

pets, eels inspire stories and prompts reflection on the hidden mysteries of

aquatic life, celebrating an enduring legacy of survival against the odds.
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Chapter 9 Summary: NINE Babies

### Chapter 9: Babies

The Sèvre Niortaise: A Quiet Estuary  

The chapter opens with a vivid description of the Sèvre Niortaise River, a

serene yet challenging waterway that meanders from the Poitou marshes to

the Atlantic Ocean near La Rochelle. This estuary, shrouded in marshland,

can be particularly daunting for those unfamiliar with its winding paths.

Encounter with Thomas Nielsen and Eel Fishing  

The narrator joins Thomas Nielsen, a biologist dedicated to studying eels,

providing a glimpse into the intricate life entwined with fishing in this

mysterious estuary. They meet Bruno, an eel fisherman preparing for the

season’s glass eels—small, translucent young eels. However, this fishing

season has not been kind, with adverse weather conditions and declining eel

populations leading to frustration within the fishing community.

The Glass Eel Crisis  

As the discussion unfolds, the plight of the glass eel emerges, highlighting a
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significant ecological crisis. Once plentiful, the glass eels are now threatened

by overfishing driven by growing international demand, particularly from

markets in Japan and China. The shift from traditional, sustainable fishing

practices to industrial-scale operations has severely impacted their numbers.

Bruno’s Struggles  

Bruno candidly voices the despair of the local fishing community as they

grapple with dwindling glass eel stocks and the challenge of earning a living

under these circumstances. He expresses the urgent need for sustainable

practices while grappling with the potential loss of his livelihood.

Thomas Nielsen’s Role in the Eel Trade  

Nielsen’s role becomes clearer as he navigates the complexities of the eel

trade, representing various eel farms and managing the relationships among

fishermen, buyers, and suppliers. His work is a delicate balance of dealing

with market pressures and reflecting on the ethical implications of exploiting

dwindling natural resources, all while harboring nostalgia for the more

sustainable fishing practices of the past.

Aguinaga: The Eel Capital  

The chapter shifts focus to Aguinaga, a village in Spain that has emerged as
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a hub for glass eel distribution. Families in the area leverage its strategic

location to trade eels, combining time-honored methods with innovative

technology to produce imitation eel products as wild stocks continue to

diminish.

Jim Milne: A Lifetime of Elvering  

Next, we meet Jim Milne, a seasoned elver fisherman dedicated to collecting

baby eels along the Severn River. Despite his age, Milne embodies the

traditional practice of elvering, showcasing his profound knowledge and

experience as he adapts to fluctuations in fish populations and fishing

conditions.

The Severn River and its Elver Fishery  

The narrative deepens with a glimpse into the Severn River, renowned for its

rich history of elver fishing. This river has seen cycles of abundance and

scarcity, and the elver fishery faces mounting challenges as competition

increases, leading to disputes among fishermen.

Conclusion: A Changing Tradition  

As the chapter concludes, the tensions between commercial viability and

traditional methods come to the forefront. Jim Milne's unwavering
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dedication illustrates the intricate bond between humanity and nature,

emphasizing the ongoing struggle to harmonize cherished traditions with the

relentless demands of the modern world. This changing landscape signals

the need for a thoughtful approach to conservation and sustainability within

the fishing industry.
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Chapter 10 Summary: TEN Sweet Thames

Summary of Chapter 10 from "The Book of Eels" by Tom Fort

In Chapter 10, the narrative unfolds against the uninviting backdrop of Erith,

a town on the Thames estuary that embodies the echoes of industrial decline.

Once vibrant, it now resembles a forsaken stage littered with industrial

debris, rubbish tips, and a lifeless river. This desolation frames the story of a

unique fisherman whose connection to the river runs deep.

Central to this chapter is Dave Pearce, a multifaceted character whose

identity is intertwined with the Thames. For Pearce, fishing transcends mere

livelihood; it is a profound passion that honors a centuries-old tradition,

particularly in his pursuit of eels. His story serves as a poignant reminder of

the rich history of eel fishing, a practice that has waned significantly due to

the river's pollution and the surrounding urbanization following London's

industrial boom.

The chapter delves into the historical milieu of eel fishing in the Thames,

which saw a troubling decline over the years due to environmental

degradation. However, a glimmer of hope emerged in the 1960s with the

implementation of sewage treatment measures that allowed eels to

repopulate the river. Despite this gradual recovery, commercial eel fishing
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has struggled to regain its former prominence.

As the narrative progresses, it explores the natural history of the Thames and

the various fishing techniques employed throughout the ages. The account

traces the evolution of these methods from those documented in the

Domesday Book to the contemporary approaches Pearce uses today. This

overview underscores the eels' significance in the dietary and economic

fabric of London life, while highlighting the dramatic shifts in their

popularity over the years.

Crucially, the chapter raises concerns about the environmental changes

facing the Thames, emphasizing the urgent need for conservation efforts.

Although some fish populations, such as salmon, have shown signs of

resurgence, the author argues that eels—often overshadowed in conservation

discussions—play a vital role in maintaining the river's ecological balance.

In conclusion, the chapter posits that the future of the Thames is inextricably

linked to the survival of eels. As otters, their natural predators, return to the

ecosystem, there is a pressing need for heightened awareness and protective

measures for these elusive creatures. This call to action echoes throughout

the narrative, compelling readers to recognize the significance of eels not

only as a species at risk but as essential components of the river’s

environmental health.
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Chapter 11 Summary: ELEVEN Queen of the lagoon

### Chapter Summary: Eleven - Queen of the Lagoon

The journey to the eel realm unfolds along a damp road under a gray sky,

bordered by barren fields and a canal leading to the sea. An encounter with

an elderly fisherman sheds light on the decline of traditional fishing methods

due to the invasive catfish, symbolizing the challenges faced by local

fishermen. Arriving in Comacchio, a town renowned for its canals and

colorful fishermen's cottages, the air is rich with the mingling scents of fish

and marshland. The hotel, situated near a monumental bridge, offers a local

specialty: eels roasted simply to accentuate their deep flavor, reflecting the

town’s gastronomic heritage.

#### Historical Overview of Comacchio  

Comacchio's unique history is rooted in its geographic isolation and its

development as a center of eel fishing. Founded during the Dark Ages and

under the governance of the Este family, the town thrived under later papal

rule, which provided a more humane oversight. The lagoon environment,

ideal for eels, enabled Comacchio to become Europe's leading eel producer,

employing distinctive fishing methods such as the "lavoriero," an intricate

series of traps designed to capture migrating eels.
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#### Fishing Techniques and Community Life  

Fishing operations traditionally began in September, demanding intense

labor from the fishermen, who often lived in challenging conditions amidst

the lagoon’s elements. The unique traps guided migrating eels into

chambers, facilitating their capture. These fishing cycles were closely linked

with the eels' natural migratory patterns and environmental influences,

which were critical to the community’s survival.

#### Cultural Perceptions and Economic Challenges  

For generations, the people of Comacchio have navigated the hardships

imposed by their environment while sustaining a robust eel business.

Historical accounts from visitors reflect the resilience of the community

amidst grim living conditions. Local fishing practices not only became a

point of interest for scientists and travelers but also revealed the cultural

significance of eels in local folklore and nutrition.

#### Modern Transformation and Decline  

In recent times, the encroachment of modernity and urban development has

fundamentally altered the traditional eel fishing practices and impacted the

local economy. Efforts to drain the lagoon symbolize a societal shift towards

uniformity, as tourism increasingly overshadows the once-thriving

livelihoods based on fishing. 

#### Enduring Legacy  
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Despite these transformations, the echoes of Comacchio’s rich history and

the vitality of its eel industry linger. Today’s visitors are offered a glimpse

into the legacy of a resilient fishing community, even as they observe the

slow metamorphosis of the lagoon and its cultural landscape. As the narrator

contemplates the history and the evolving environment, they feel the

profound connections between the people and their enduring relationship

with eels, a bond that remains steadfast amid the relentless waves of modern

change.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Chapter 12: TWELVE Racks and pots

Chapter 12 Summary: "The Book of Eels"

Setting and Context  

In the aftermath of the September 11 attacks, the stark contrast between the

calm beauty of New England's autumn and the lingering grief of Manhattan

creates a backdrop for the protagonist's journey. Eager to reconnect with a

sense of normalcy amid the chaos, he decides to travel to America, seeking

solace in nature and the traditions tied to it.

Journey to the Delaware River  

As the narrator makes his way from bustling New York City to the

tranquility of upstate New York, he is invigorated by the rapid transition

from urban life to the serene, wooded landscapes. Upon arriving at the

Delaware River, memories of the legendary writer Zane Grey, known for his

accounts of the American wilderness and fishing adventures, surface, setting

the stage for the exploration of local fishing culture.

Floyd Campfield: The Eelman  
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The protagonist meets Floyd Campfield, a knowledgeable and skilled eel

catcher. Floyd introduces him to time-honored eel fishing practices,

showcasing a unique eel rack he designed, which draws inspiration from

Native American techniques. This meeting highlights the pride and

dedication inherent in preserving traditions that have been passed down

through generations, illuminating Floyd's connection to the river's history.

Eel Fishing Practices  

Floyd explains the seasonal eels' migration habits, peaking in fall, and

details his methods for catching them. The conversation reveals historical

influences and modern challenges faced by eels, emphasizing how

contemporary environmental issues such as pollution and dam construction

impact their survival. Even with traditional techniques, Floyd’s efforts to

uphold this practice are complicated by regulatory and ecological pressures.

The Decline of Eel Populations  

Reflecting on a larger crisis, the narrative addresses the alarming decline of

eel populations across the United States, driven by environmental

degradation and unsustainable practices. While the Delaware River is still

home to some eels, it is nonetheless grappling with significant ecological

challenges that threaten this ancient species, which has long been a part of

the region's ecosystem.
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Larry Seaman: Last Eelman of Jamaica Bay  

The journey continues as the narrator meets Larry Seaman, a lone eel

fisherman in Jamaica Bay, New York. Larry's life reflects the struggles of

sustaining traditional fishing practices in an urban landscape, compounded

by the devastation of 9/11. Despite these adversities, he remains deeply

connected to the bay and its fishing heritage, embodying resilience in the

face of change.

Conclusion  

Throughout this chapter, the interplay between the fragile eel fishing

tradition and the broader natural world is richly illustrated. The narrative

conveys a sense of nostalgia for simpler times while underscoring the

resilience needed to uphold these fading practices. The interconnectedness of

human activity, nature, and cultural evolution is poignantly captured, as

lives and livelihoods continue to evolve amidst the backdrop of changing

environmental and societal landscapes.
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Chapter 13 Summary: THIRTEEN Fishermen of Neagh

Chapter 13 Summary: Fishermen of Neagh

The chapter immerses readers in the rich and picturesque landscape

surrounding Lough Neagh, where deep greens and traditional farmhouses

create a serene atmosphere, occasionally stirred by the cawing of crows and

the lively chatter of locals. This setting, steeped in a history of struggle and

resilience, serves as the backdrop for exploring the unique fishing

community that has thrived alongside the lough for generations.

At the heart of this community are two fishermen, John Quinn and Kevin

Johnston, whose lives are intertwined with the age-old traditions of eel

fishing. Quinn reflects on the arduous journey of fishing life, marked by

historical injustices related to fishing rights. In contrast, Johnston, despite

facing uncertainty surrounding fish populations and regulatory challenges,

takes pride in his craft, symbolizing the deep connection the community has

with their work.

Central to the narrative is the theme of familial ties within the fishing

community, where names like Quinn and Johnston echo through history, a

testament to centuries of intermarriage among local families. This web of

relationships underscores the importance of tradition, as these bonds have
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solidified kinship and reinforced their commitment to the lough and its

resources.

The chapter also delves into the historical battles the fishermen have waged

against external forces seeking to control their eel fishery. The determination

of figures like Timothy Healy, who fought vigorously in the courts, and the

community activism led by Father Oliver Kennedy, highlight their relentless

pursuit of fishing rights. This collective action culminates in the

establishment of a cooperative, empowering the fishermen to navigate the

evolving economic landscape.

However, the narrative does not shy away from contemporary challenges.

Despite achieving some stability, the fishermen now grapple with declining

eel stocks and increasing competition from commercial interests. Father

Kennedy’s role in managing the cooperative emerges as a pivotal

double-edged sword, as he strives to protect the community’s interests while

dealing with the intricate economics of the fishery.

In conclusion, the chapter reflects on the enduring bond between the

fishermen and Lough Neagh, a connection that transcends time. This

relationship not only sustains their livelihoods but also embodies their

cultural identity and collective memory. The legacy of the fishery, filled

with stories and traditions, perseveres against the odds, ensuring that this

vibrant community continues to thrive within a changing world.
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Chapter 14 Summary: EPILOGUE A lament

EPILOGUE: A Lament

The epilogue delves into the unique and enigmatic nature of the Sargasso

Sea, an area in the North Atlantic distinguished by its still, deep waters,

which are filled with sargassum weed and debris. Despite being surrounded

by turbulent ocean currents, the Sargasso Sea sits at the crossroads of myth

and reality, eliciting a reputation steeped in both fascination and fear.

Historical accounts from renowned mariners like Christopher Columbus

portray it as a calm and uneventful place, contradicting the terrifying lore

spun by those unfamiliar with its tranquil surface.

Literary works, including the adventures penned by Jules Verne and the

evocative narratives of Jean Rhys, have perpetuated fantastical depictions of

shipwrecks, sea monsters, and peril, further embedding the Sargasso Sea into

the cultural imagination as a graveyard for lost ships and souls. This folklore

stands in stark contrast to the reality of its remarkable ecological

phenomena, such as the migration of the European eel (Anguilla anguilla)

and the American eel (Anguilla rostrata), which navigate thousands of miles

back to the Sargasso for their reproductive cycle—a journey believed to be

triggered by specific environmental cues.
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Upon reaching the depths of the Sargasso Sea, these eels partake in intricate

mating rituals, culminating in a spectacular yet sobering natural event.

Following their spawning, both male and female eels die from the

exhaustion of this monumental effort, returning their bodies to the

underwater ecosystem and highlighting the circle of life in this enigmatic

sea.

However, the fate of these illustrious creatures is perilous. Since the 1970s,

eel populations have dramatically declined, leading to their classification as

critically endangered. Efforts to revive their numbers face substantial

obstacles, including unsustainable fishing practices, changing environmental

conditions, and a lack of comprehensive understanding of their population

dynamics.

The shrinking eel populations carry significant repercussions for fishing

communities and cultural practices tied to fishing traditions. As interest in

and connection to eel fishing fades, there is a growing risk of losing not just

the species but also the cultural heritage surrounding them, relegating eels to

mere objects of curiosity instead of integral components of human

relationships with nature.

Ultimately, while the immediate survival of eel species may not be

threatened, the interwoven relationship between eels and humanity hangs in

the balance. The intrinsic knowledge and respect that fishermen hold for eels
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signify a deeper connection to these fascinating beings, suggesting that their

decline would lead to a profound loss—not only of the animals themselves

but also of a rich tapestry of understanding and appreciation for the natural

world they inhabit.
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Chapter 15 Summary: A SELECTIVE BIBLIOGRAPHY

Chapter 15 Summary: Selective Bibliography

Overview of Works

This chapter compiles a selective bibliography that underscores essential

texts pertaining to eels, fishing, and aquatic biology, encompassing a variety

of sources that reflect historical, biological, and cultural dimensions of fish

and fisheries.

Notable Texts

1. Biological Studies: 

   - Bertin's "Eels: A Biological Study" (1956) and Grassi's research on eel

 reproduction (1896) provide foundational insights into the life cycle and

 biological characteristics of eels. 

   - Tesch’s "The Eel" (1977) offers a comprehensive analysis of eel

 species, while Schmidt's 1923 findings on breeding locations enhance

 our understanding of their habitat preferences.

2. Historical Accounts: 
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   - The works of Couch, detailing British fishes (1878), and Beckford, who 

explores societal impacts on fishery wealth (1962), provide context for the

historical significance of fishing practices. 

   - Additional historical perspectives are found in Jesse's "Gleanings from

 Natural History" (1838), and the classic "The Compleat Angler" (1653) 

by Walton, which is celebrated for its exploration of fishing as both an art

and recreation.

3. Cultural Perspectives: 

   - Davidson's "Courtesans and Fishcakes" (1997) and Grigson’s "Jane

 Grigson’s Fish Book" (1993) examine the intersections of culinary

 traditions and fish, revealing cultural narratives shaped by aquatic life.

   - Environmental themes are vividly portrayed in Healy's "Stolen Waters"

 (1913), which encapsulates the essence of aquatic habitats.

4. Regional Studies: 

   - Eales’ study on Eastern Canada’s eel fisheries (1968) provides a

 focused look at local practices, while Mitchel's examinations of Lough

 Neagh (1965) detail regional ecosystems. 
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   - Insights into local fishing customs are portrayed by St. John (1847) and

 the historical observations from the Adams family in Pennsylvania (1751)

, which highlight regional fishing traditions.

Poetic References

The bibliography also features significant poetic works that resonate with

water themes. Heaney's evocative imagery of Lough Neagh (1969)

 reflects the cultural importance of this body of water, while Dante's

 references in "Purgatorio" (Canto XXIV) enrich the narrative by

 connecting literary art to aquatic elements.

Conclusion

This compilation serves not only as a scholarly resource but also as a bridge

connecting readers to the vibrant history and cultural significance of eels and

fishing. By weaving together threads from various disciplines—biology,

history, culture, and literature—it invites a deeper appreciation for the

complexities and interconnections of aquatic life.
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Chapter 16: ENDNOTES TO THE 2020 EDITION

Endnotes to the 2020 Edition Summary

In the 2020 edition's endnotes, several key themes emerge surrounding the

enigmatic lives of eels and the complexities of their industry.

1. Laboratory Rearing of Eels: Japanese biologists have made strides in

 the laboratory rearing of infant eels. However, the survival rates remain

discouragingly low due to the eels’ selective feeding habits, which

complicate efforts to cultivate these fish artificially.

2. Notable Deaths: The eel industry mourns the loss of significant

 contributors, including Dick Langley (2011), Denys Tucker (2009), Jim

Milne (2003), Floyd Campfield (2019), and Father Kennedy (2013). Their

contributions to the field were pivotal, and their deaths mark a significant

transition in the industry's landscape.

3. Fishing Activities: The chapter reflects on the current state of eel

 fishing among prominent figures. Brendon, aged 85, has stepped back from

active fishing but continues to support his son Adrian. Roger Castle was an

enduring advocate for eel fishing until his passing in 2017. Peter Kavanagh

still engages in fishing activities but with diminished fervor. In contrast,
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Kevin Johnston remains vigorous at Lough Neagh, while many others have

exited the profession altogether.

4. Eel Supply and Trade: The structure of the glass eel supply chain has

 evolved significantly, with previously dominant families losing their

control. The European Union's 2010 export ban on eels has forced much of

the trade underground, resulting in criminal enterprises and a significant rise

in illegal exports that threaten both conservation and the eel trade.

5. Fishing Licenses and Catch Statistics: Currently, the Environment

 Agency issues about 900 eel-fishing licenses each year, many of which are

left unused. In Maine, around 1,000 licensed glass eel fishermen face

stringent catch limits. The fishery at Lough Neagh now operates under

uncertainty following Brexit, particularly regarding its export opportunities

to the EU, raising concerns about its long-term sustainability.

6. Scientific Advancements: Scientific research using pop-up archival

 satellite tags has attempted to unravel the mysteries of eel migration and

spawning. However, results remain inconclusive, with some evidence

suggesting that European eels may spawn later than earlier models predicted,

hinting at the complexities of their life cycle.

7. Historical Context: Speciation studies reveal a profound historical

 separation between American and European eels that dates back three to
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four-and-a-half million years. This ancient divergence illustrates the rich

evolutionary background of the species and underlines the significance of

preserving their unique habitats.

8. Continuity and Change in the Industry: The ongoing tradition of eel

 fishing juxtaposes both continuity and change within the industry. While

there are longstanding practices in place, modern challenges such as

environmental constraints and changing regulatory landscapes force the

industry to adapt to survive.

These endnotes encapsulate the intricate interplay between tradition, change,

and the scientific understanding of eels, depicting a multifaceted industry

that balances historic legacies with contemporary challenges.
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