Diamonds from the deep

It’s the most primitive fish and produces the most expensive delicacy.
How the St. John River could become the saviour
of the sturgeon and the capital of caviar.

By Marty Klinkenberg

Cornel Ceapa cradles a sturgeon in his
arms as delicately as one would a new-
born baby. It’s a healthy female, he says,
gently stroking the fish on its soft, plump
belly, which is swollen with eggs. Then he
carefully slides the three-foot-long stur-
geon back into a tank at his fish farm on
the banks of the St. John River.

“I love sturgeon,” Ceapa says. “They
are the most amazing fish on Earth, from
all points of view — biologic, scientific, eco-
nomic. They have been here for millions
and millions of years, and have adapted
to everything. They don’t have any natural
predators.

“Only people can kill them off.”

A native of Romania, Ceapa has worked
with sturgeon for 10 years, the last three
in New Brunswick. He moved here from
Europe, in fact, because of the toothless,

prehistoric fish that uses its vacuum-like
mouth to suck shellfish up off the botrom
of the St. John River. So homely that they
are fetching, sturgeon spit out molluscs
they don’t like, just as you and I would
watermelon seeds.

“Sturgeon are my passion, and the St.
John is the last river system in the world
where they are in good shape,” says Cea-
pa. “I knew about it from literature, but
now that I am here I am quite amazed.”

A species that evolved from sharks
nearly 250 million years ago, the sturgeon
is a living fossil, looking nearly identical
today as it did when dinosaurs roamed
the Earth. Considered the oldest living
fish species, sturgeon are shaped like a
torpedo, have whiskers like a catfish, ar-
mour plates on their backs that bullets
can’t penetrate and skin as abrasive as
sandpaper. Resistant to disease, they out-
live most people and can grow longer than
a two-storey building is tall, but are dying

off because of the diamonds females carry

Sturgeon eggs, known as caviar, are
the most valuable marine product in the
world.

Think lobster is expensive?

Caviar from beluga snurgeon, the
most coveted species, sells for as much
as $3,000 per pound. At that rate, one
single, colossal fish caught recently in the
WVolga River in Western Russia was worth
$726,000. It weighed 2,156 pounds and
carried 242 pounds of eggs.

“The sturgeon’s problem is that it is
too valuable,” Ceapa says.

S0 how do vou save a species whose
eggs are worth about 20 times more than
silver? You block exports from countries
where sturgeon are overfished, which a
U.N. body did last month. You crack down
on profiteers who catch fish and sell them
on the black market, which countries are
trying to do with varied success. And you

look for other ways to satisfy demand.

That’s where Ceapa’s new enterprise,
Acadian Sturgeon and Caviar, and Su-
preme Sturgeon & Caviar, a fish farm in
St. George that has 50,000 fish swimming
in its tanks, come in.

“When vou look at the species, you
realize it has been persecuted for caviar,
and the reason it is so expensive is that
the fewer sturgeon there are, the more
valuable the product becomes,” says Matt
Litvak, a professor of biology and the di-
rector of the Centre for Coastal Studies
and Agquaculture at the University of New
Brunswick in Saint John. “If farmers are
able to provide a product that will replace
the wild stock, it will lower the price of
caviar and save the fish.

“My sense is that if we provide a regu-
lated, verifiable product we can prevent
poaching and the extinction of the species
around the world.”
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In the 18005, sturgeon were so plentiful
that taverns in New York served caviar free
with beer, like peanuts today. Now, all 27
species around the world are considered
threatened or endangered.

Years of dwindling catches in the Cas-
pian Sea, combined with intense fishing
pressure from organized black-market
rings, prompted the Convention on In-
ternational Trade in Endangered Species
last month to block shipments of sturgeon
eggs from Russia, Kazakhstan, Turkmeni-
stan and Azerbaijan, and to significantly
reduce exports from nations that harvest
sturgeon from the Black Sea. Limited ex-
ports are permitted from Iran, which vig-
orously regulates the fishery and submit-
ted catch data to the organization within
the U.I.

Legal caviar sales total $100 million
a vear globally, with black-market trade
bringing five times as much. That fishing
pressure, combined with factors such as
pollution and habitat loss, has led to an es-
timated 30 per cent decline in the world’s
sturgeon population in two years.

The species’ decline has also boosted
interest in growing sturgeon on fish farms.
And while more sturgeon are now farm-
raised than caught in the wild, the fish
take years to mature and produce the
prized eggs that are marketed as caviar.

The principals at Supreme Sturgeon &
Caviar have been working primarily with
shortnose sturgeon for eight years and
have poured about $8 million into the
venture. Only now are they beginning to
reclaim part of their investment.

Stll commeon in the St. John, the short-
nose sturgeon was once found in all ma-
jor rivers along the Atlantic seaboard be-
tween Florida and New Brunswick. Now,
it can only be found in a relative handful
of places and is listed as an endangered
species in the United States. Although the
population is rebounding in the Hudson
River, the greatest number seem to inhab-
it the St. John River and its tributaries, in-
cluding the Kennebecasis and Hammond
Rivers.

Ceapa, who plans to raise fish in tanks
on the Kingston Peninsula, iz working
with both shortnose and Atlantic stur-
geon, which come into the St. John River
in June and July to spawn. Shortnose stur-
geon spend their early years in the river
and become gradually more tolerant of
saltwater as they get older.

Shorinose sturgeon are a relatvely
small fish, rarely exceeding 50 pounds.
By comparison, Atlanric sturgeon, which
are currently being considered for the
endangered species list in the U.S,, grow
to 10 feet or more and several hundred
pounds. Stanley Whelpley, one of the last commercial fishermen on the 5t. John River to caich sturgeon, repairs
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akes and repairs his nets by hand.

Caveats about caviar

Caviar 1s the processed, salted roe
of various species of fish, most no-
tably sturgeon. It is commercially
marketed throughout the world as a
delicacy and is eaten principally as a
garnish or a spread, as well as with
hors d’oeuvres. The highest quality
caviar comes from the Caspian Sea.
The oldest and largest caviar fisheries
are in Astrakhan, Russia.

The names of the different types
of caviar are derived from the species
of sturgeon that produce them:

@ Beluga caviar, usually sold in
a blue tin, is the world’s rarest and
most expensive caviar because the
fish that produces them, the beluga
sturgeon, takes as long as 20 years
to produce eggs. [t is a massive crea-
ture, surpassing 20 feet, lives longer
than 100 years, and usually no more
than 100 are caught in any year. Its
large egpes range in colour from light,
pearly gray to dark, steely gray and
have a fruity, rich and slightly sweet
flavour,

Other species of fish are also used
to make caviar. Whenever the eggs
are from a different fish, the name of
it is artached to the word caviar.

® Osetra caviar comes from a
sturgeon that reaches 10 feet and 500
pounds, and has medium-sized eggs
thart range in colour from dark brown
to golden yellow. It has a unique,
smooth nutty flavour that may be
considered more robust and desir-
able to beluga or sevruga. It is sold in
a yellow tin. :

@ Sevrugs caviar is fine-grained
atid dark gray in colour, and comes
from one of the smallest of the cavi-
ar-producing sturgeons. It is also the
most common sturgeon found in the
Caspian Sea and therefore its caviar is
less expensive. Its eggs are small and
gray, and are usually sold in a red tin.
Sevruga caviar has a stronger flavour
than beluga or osetra.

® Pressed caviar is made up of a
mix of the ripest roe taken at the end
of the fishing season. While appreci-
ated by Russian connoisseurs. it has
a saltier, fishier taste that is not liked
by all.

Caviar is typically sold in one-
ounce jars or tins, and will last about
a week in your refrigerator if stored in
the coldest part (but not the freezer).
It can be served in the container it
comes in, or a crystal, glass or por-
celain bowl set on a bed of crushed
ice, or in a special caviar server with
a tiny spoon that is neither silver nor
stainless steel becanse those metals
give the caviar a tinny taste.

It’s always best to remove caviar
from the refrigerator and let it stand
for gbout 15 minutes before serv-
ing, and should be eaten within two
or three days of opening. Generally,
fresh caviar will keep for two to four
weeks, but must be kept at tempera-
tures between 26 and 32 degrees F

Contrary to what most people
think, high-guality caviar should nev-
er taste salty.

-~ Marty Klinkenberg
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Cindy W’llsl:
Cornel Ceapa releases a sturgeon caught in Stanley Whelpley's net in the St. John River.
Whelpley is at the helm. The fish was not quite ready to spawn so it was thrown hack.



A bald eagle is perched high atop a tree
overlooking the St. John River at Carters
Point. A crow is harrassing it, but the im-
mature eagle pays no attention.

Below it, the 20-foot boat Stanley
Whelpley uses to fish for shad and gas-
persau — sturgeon — is pulled up onto
the sand. One of the last remaining com-
mercial fishermen on the 5t. John River
to fish for sturgeon, Whelpley is 81 and
weathered, but still strong enough to
wrestle with a fish more than three feet
bigger than himself.

Three years ago, Whelpley was fishing
off Gorhams Bluff for an aguaculture firm
in Germany when he netted a sturgeon
that was nine feet two inches long and 42
inches around. A man not prone much to
either conversation or exaggeration, he es-
timates it weighed nearly 300 pounds.

“A pice fish,” Whelpley says.

The sturgeon was actually so huge his
emstomers didn’t want anything to do
with it.

“] turned it loose,” Whelpley says.
“They were looking for fish to use in
spavming and they thought that one was
a lirtle too big to handle.”

According to the Department of Fish-
eries and Oceans, there are only six fish-
ermen in southwestern New Brunswick
with licenses to fish for sturgeon. Whelp-
ley says he is the only one, however, who
actively fishes for sturgeon on the stretch
of river from Saint John to Long Reach on
the Kingston Peninsula.

That means that he is also one of the
last people who will practice the dying
art of capturing large sturgeon in a gillnet
Eecause his license dies with him. When
the current crop of sturgeon fishermen in
New Brunswick expire, there will be no
more.

“] feel bad about that, I really do,”
Whelpley says. “The problem is that there
is almost no market for sturgeon. You can’t
eXpOrt it to S s [because it's

R

Cornel Ceapa gently inspects the belly of a female sturgeon that is full of eggs at his fish farm
at Carters Point.

people don’t even think it is fish,” Whelp-
ley says. “They think it is pork or turkey.”

Whelpley has always fished out of
Carters Point, named after his great-great
grandfather, a sea captain named John
Wiltred Carter. He lives in a rambling wa-
terfont house his great-great grandfather
bought in 1853 after sailing up the St
John River.

Over the years, the house served as a
stagecoach stop and tavern, and was al-
ways home to Carter’s descendants, in-
cluding Whelpley's grandfather and fa-
ther, both of whom were also commercial
fishermen. Whelpley has always fished,
with the exception of four and a half years

he spent in Detroit working in a glass fac- |

tory, and the time he took off once to ride

a Harley-Davidson “clear to the Pacific

Coast.”

These days, he rises at 4:30 a.m. He
dons foul-weather gear and is out in his
boat setting a net well before most of us
are even thinking about being awake. He
still cuts wood in the winter, still does his
own carpentry and still makes and repairs
his nets by hand, using a wooden needle
he carved himself.

“A net is nothin’ but a bunch of holes
tied together,” he says, as he defily repairs
a tear in a net he uses to catch sturgeon.
His affectionate tabby, Half, named be-
cause its face is vwo different colours, me-
ows at his feet.

Whelpley has been helping Ceapa
catch salmon for aguaculture projects for
several years now, first when the latter was
working for a firm mm Woodstock, now for
Ceapa’s new enterprise, Acadian Stur-
geon & Caviar. Ceapa is in the process of
buying six acres from Whelpley at Cart-
ers Point, which he will develop into a
sprawling tank farm to raise sturgeon (he
is currently working out of a greenhouse
on the riverfront adjacent to the Whelpley
homestead).

Each morning, Whelpley and Ceapa
head out in search of sturgeon for his
hatchery.
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mnches around. A man not prone much to
either conversation or exaggeration, he es-
timates it weighed nearly 300 pounds.

“A nice fish,” Whelpley says.

The sturgeon was actmally so huge his
eustomers didn’t want anything to do
with 1t.

“l mrned it loose,” Whelpley says.
“They were looking for fish to use in
spawning and they thought that one was
a little too big to handle.”

According to the Department of Fish-
eries and Oceans, there are only six fish-
ermen in southwestern New Brunswick
with licenses to fish for sturgeon. Whelp-
ley says he is the only one, however, who
actively fishes for sturgeon on the stretch
of river from Saint John to Long Reach on
the Kingston Peninsula,

That means that he is also one of the
last people who will practice the dying
art of capturing large sturgeon in a gillnet

‘bBecause his license dies with him. When

the current crop of sturgeon fishermen in
New Brunswick expire, there will be no
maore.

“I feel bad about that, I really do,”
Whelpley says. “The problem is that there
is almost no market for sturgeon. You can’t
export it to the U.S. anymore [because it’s
an endangered species]. and that’s where
our biggest marker was.”

A fishermen for nearly seven decades,
Whelpley has caught everything from
bass to eels to pickerel and salmon. Old
nets and traps are stacked in a barn on his
property.

“I made good money fishing for salm-
on,” he says. “But as far as eating them,
you can have them.”

< He says he occasionally caught stur-
geon in his nets over the years, but started
keeping them only 20 or 25 years ago. He
sold the meat, which is good when baked
or thrown on a barbecue, and is especially
tasty smoked.

“When it comes to taste and texture,

e
Cornel Ceapa gently Inspects the belly of a female sturgeon that is full of eggs at his fish farm
at Carters Point.

Moty Kinkanbery
Approximately 50,000 sturgeon are being raised in 12 tanks on this sprawling fish farm in St
George. Supreme Caviar & Sturgeon will soon be selling caviar produced from the eggs of 5t.
John River sturgeon.
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These days, he rises at 4:30 am. He
dons foul-weather gear and is out in his
boat setting a net well before most of us
are even thinking about being awake. He
still cuts wood in the winter, sull does his
own carpentry and still makes and repairs
his nets by hand, using a wooden needle
he carved himself,

“#A net is nothin’ but a bunch of holes
ted together,” he says, as he deftly repairs
a tear in a net he uses to catch sturgeon.
His affectionate tabby, Half, named be-
cause its face is two different colours, me-
ows at his feet.

Whelpley has been helping Ceapa
catch salmon for aguaculture projects for
several years now, first when the latter was
working for a firm in Woodstock, now for
Ceapa’s new enterprise, Acadian Stur-
geon & Caviar. Ceapa is in the process of
buying six acres from Whelpley at Cart-
ers Point, which he will develop into a
sprawling tank farm to raise sturgeon (he
is currently working out of a greenhouse
on the riverfront adjacent to the Whelpley
homestead).

Each morning, Whelpley and Ceapa
head out in search of sturgeon for his
hatchery.

“I am glad to work with him,” Whelp-
ley says. “It would be a shame to see a pre-
historic fish like that die out.”

More than seven years ago, Don Breau
was looking for a new business venture
when he stopped at the Huntsman Ma-
rine Science Centre in St. Andrews and
noticed sturgeon swimming in a tank. He
discovered the fish were left over from a
previous aquaculture project that had
been abandoned, and he decided to get
into fish farming.

Since then, Breau and two business
partners have poured nearly $8 mil-
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