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DISMAL TRIP 

by  Bruce Gebhard t ,  P h i l a d e l p h i a ,  P a .  

The Dismal  Swamp was p r o b a b l y  named b y  a f i s h  c o l l e c t o r .  
T h a t ' s  t h e  k i n d  o f  r e s u l t s  o b t a i n e d  i n  f i v e  o r  s i x  h o u r s  o f  
c o l l e c t i n g  i n  O c t o b e r .  

The swamp s t r a d d l e s  t h e  V i r g i n i a - N o r t h  C a r o l i n a  b o r d e r  
j u s t  s o u t h  o f  N o r f o l k ,  Va. I n  f a c t ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  some maps,  
t h e  swamp may a c t u a l l y  be i n  m e t r o p o l i t a n  N o r f o l k .  Our t r i p  
t o  t h e  a r e a  was h a s t i l y  p l a n n e d .  As a r e s u l t ,  we w a s t e d  a l m o s t  
two h o u r s  t r y i n g  t o  c u t  c r o s s - c o u n t r y  from V i r g i n i a  Beach.  
I f  t h e r e ' s  a r e t u r n  v i s i t ,  w e ' l l  u s e  t h e  i n t e r s t a t e s .  Ano the r  
t i m e - w a s t e r  was t r y i n g  t o  e n t e r  t h e  swamp from t h e  e a s t .  U . S .  
R t .  17 b o r d e r s  i t s  e n t i r e  n o r t h - s o u t h  l e n g t h  i n  V i r g i n i a .  P a r a l l e l ­
i n g  t h e  r o a d  on  t h e  w e s t  i s  t h e  Chesapeake-Albemar le  Cana l .  We 
l a c k e d  a l i c e n s e  o r  c o l l e c t i n g  p e r m i t  i n  N o r t h  C a r o l i n a  s o  we 
s t a y e d  n o r t h  o f  t h e  b o r d e r .  Ne f o u n d  no way i n t o  t h e  swamp 
by  c a r ;  t h e r e  m i g h t  be some b o a t - r e n t a l  p l a c e s  o n  17» and  t h e r e  
i s  b o a t  a c c e s s  v i a  some c a n a l s  i n t o  t h e  h e a r t  o f  t h e  swamp. 
To d r i v e  a s  f a r  i n t o  t h e  swamp a s  p o s s i b l e — i n d e e d ,  t o  do s n y  
f i s h - c o l l e c t i n g  a t  a l l — i t  i s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  t a k e  U .S .  13 s o u t h ,  
on  t h e  w e s t  s i d e  o f  t h e  swamp, t h e n  t u r n  s o u t h e a s t  on R t .  3 2 .  
There  i s  one r o a d  g o i n g  e a s t  from 32 which l e a d s  t o  Lake 
Drummond. We n e v e r  found  i t !  But  t h e r e ' s  a b i g  l a k e  i n  t h e r e .  
A map c o n s u l t e d  a f t e r  t h e  f a c t  r e v e a l s  t h a t  you c a n  a t  l e a s t  
app roach  t o  w i t h i n  a m i l e  o r  two o f  t h e  l a k e  from t h e  w e s t .  
The map i m p l i e s  t h a t  a t  t h e  end  o f  t h e  r o a d ,  one l a u n c h e s  a 
b o a t  i n t o  t h e  c a n a l ,  b u t  i t ' s  p o s s i b l e  a r o a d  g o e s  f u r t h e r  
t owards  t h e  l a k e  t h a n  i s  marked o n  t h e  map. The re  may a l s o  
be some ways i n t o  t h e  swamp from n o r t h w e s t  o f  t h e  l a k e .  We 
s p e n t  o u r  c o l l e c t i n g  t ime  o n  t h e  w e s t e r n  f r i n g e s  o f  t h e  
swamp. 

Dur ing  o u r  u n p r o d u c t i v e  c r u i s e  a l o n g  R t .  17i up and  down 
t h e  e a s t  s i d e  o f  t h e  swamp, we s t o p p e d  w i t h  no s u c c e s s  a t  a l l  
a l o n g  t h e  c a n a l .  We found  some f i s h  a l o n g  a d r a i n a g e  d i t c h  
p e r p e n d i c u l a r  t o  t h e  r o a d  and  c a n a l  on  t h e  e a s t  s i d e  o f  R t .  1 7 -
We l a t e r  d e t e r m i n e d  t h e  d i t c h  was p a r t  o f  a fa rmj  we h a d  t h o u g h t  
i t  p u b l i c .  Nobody b o t h e r e d  u s ,  e v e n  w o r k e r s  p a s s i n g  by ,  b u t  
i t  m i g h t  n o t  be w i s e  t o  c o l l e c t  t h e r e .  The d i t c h  y i e l d e d  
t h o u s a n d s  o f  Gambusia a f f i n i s ,  a s  a n y  f r e s h  w a t e r  i n  t h e  r e g i o n  
d o e s .  We c a u g h t  a c o u p l e  o f  Pumpkinseeds ,  we b e l i e v e  (Lepomis 
g i b b o s u s ) ? t h e n  a Lepomis new t o  me—L. g u l o s u s , » t h e  Warmouth. 
To s a y  t h a t  t h i s  f i s h  was t h e  h i g h l i g h t  o f  t h e  t r i p  w i l l  i n c u r  
t h e  d i s b e l i e f  o f  r e a d e r s  i n  t h e  s o u t h  and  midwes t ,  where t h e  
s p e c i e s  i s  n a t u r a l l y  common, and  i n  t h e  w e s t  and  s o u t h w e s t ,  
where t h e  s p e c i e s  h a s  b e e n  i n t r o d u c e d .  

The o v e r a l l  c o l o r a t i o n - - a  f l a t t e r i n g  t e r m — i s  s i m i l a r  t o  
t h a t  o f  a young Pumpkinseed—dark  v e r t i c a l  s t r e a k s  o n  a l i g h t e r  
background .  I n  s u n l i g h t ,  i t  may l o o k  o v e r a l l  s i l v e r y  o r  m e t a l l i c  
s t e e l  b l u e .  The c h i e f  d i s t i n c t i o n  o f  p a t t e r n  i s  s e v e r a l  rows 
o f  b l a c k  h o r i z o n t a l  d a s h e s  above t h e  m i d d l e  o f  t h e  f i s h .  The 
m a i n  f e a t u r e ,  however ,  i s  t h e  s i z e  o f  t h e  m o u t h r w h i c h  i s  h u g e .  

• P r o b a b l y .  
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Th.e ove ra l l "  body shape i s  l o n g e r  t h a n  t h a t  o f  t h e  t y p i c a l  
s u n f i s h  f ipec i e s .  Ahead o f  t h e  d o r s a l ,  t h e  nape  a r d  snou t  
t a p e r  ominous ly .  The o v e r a l l  l o o k  r e s e m b l e s  t h a t  o f  Q U h l a a  
soma managuense. Whenever I watched t h e  f i s h ,  I t  a l w a y s ^  
f S a t ^ P i a T S f y  and Impeccab ly .  There were s e v e r a l  u n e x p l a i n e d  
d e a t h s  o i  male s u n f i s h  o f  o t h e r  s p e c i e s  <cept w i th  i t ,  however .  

U n f o r t u n a ^ ^ y *  o n l y  s a w  ? n e  o f  m o t h e r  s p e c i e s - - t h e  
Golden S h i n e r  1 ^ I C M I ^ I H £ S | ^  ^ > a o f  e l e g a n t  
d e s i g n .  The fungus  o n  i t s  s i d e .  
So much f o r  t h a t  d r a i n a g e  d i t c h .  

As we t r a v e r s e d  t h e  n o r t h  s i d e  o f  t h e  swamp, a l o n g  U . S .  
R t .  58 t h e r e  i s  a n o t h e r  d r a i n a g e  d i t c h .  Where we s t o p p e d ,  
we saw_one Banded S u n f i s h  (Enneacan thus  obesus )  and  one 
Gambusia. T h a t ' s  t h e  o n l y  t i m e  I ' v e  e v e r  e n c o u n t e r e d  one 
Gambusia. L o t s  o f  daphn iae  and  c y c l o p s ,  t h o u g h .  

We s t o p p e d  a t  s e v e r a l  c r e e k s  c r o s s i n g  r o a d s  i n t o  t h e  
swamp from i t s  w e s t  s i d e .  The c r e e k s — o f t e n  w i t h  no d i r e c t i o n  
o f  f l o w  p e r c e p t i b l e - - g e n e r a l l y  r e s e m b l e d  p i n e - b a r r e n s  t y p e s  
i n  c o l o r .  Some wound t h r o u g h  c y p r e s s  swamps. We c a u g h t  
one 3" B l u e s p o t  S u n f i s h  (Enneacan thus  g l o r i o s u s ) a n d  one E a s t e r n  
Mudminnow (Umbra pygmaea) .  I n  t h e  l a r g e r  s t r e a m s ,  t h e r e  were 
Pumpkinseeds a n d  p r o b a b l y  B l u e g i l l  (Lepomis m a c r o o h i r u s ) .  And 
l o t s  o f  Cha in  P i c k e r e l  (Esox n i g e r ) .  — — — — —  

These  f u r n i s h e d  one i n t e r e s t i n g  s i g h t .  I n  one s l o w  c r e e k  
was a c o r p s e  o f  a possum o r  r a c c o o n .  Around i t ,  s i x  p i c k e r e l  
w e r e ^ v i s i b l e — a  r a t h e r  u n u s u a l  c o n c u r r e n c e .  Theoryi  t h e y  were 
h a n g i n g  a round  t o  c a t c h  t h e  Gambusia which were n i b b l i n g  on  
t h e  c o r p s e .  T h i s  i s  o n l y  s p e c u l a t i o n ,  b u t  i t  r e c a l l s  t h e  f o l ­
l o w i n g  p a s s a g e  from Modes o f  R e p r o d u c t i o n  i n  F i she s1  "Shoemaker 
(19^6,19^-7) r e p o r t e d  a n  i n t e r e s t i n g  i t e m  c o n c e r n i n g  t h e  e c o l o g y  
o f  L.  g i b b o s u s  n e s t s .  He w r o t e ,  ' I n  s e v e r a l  i n s t a n c e s  a c h a i n  
p i c k e r e l ,  Esox n i g e r  LeSueur ,  s h a r e d  t h e  n e s t  w i t h  t h e  male  
s u n f i s h . A f t e r  f ema le  s u n f i s h  h a d  spawned i n  t h e  n e s t s ,  s e v e r a l  
g o l d e n  s h i n e r s ,  Notemigonus c r y s o l e u c a s  ( M i t c h i l l ) . a p p r o a c h e d  
t o  e a t  t h e  e g g s  1 The male  s u n f i s h  a lways  d rove  away some o f  t h e  
s h i n e r s ,  b u t  many more came i n  w h i l e  t h e  male  was away. A t  
t h i s  t i m e  t h e  p i c k e r e l ,  l y i n g  i n  t h e  n e s t  o r  v e r y  n e a r  i t  i n  
t h e  v e g e t a t i o n ,  u s u a l l y  d a r t e d  i n  and  c a r r i e d  away a s h i n e r ,  
c a u s i n g  t h e  r e s t  o f  them t o  r e t r e a t .  I n  one i n s t a n c e  t h e  a u t h o r  
s n a r e d  t h e  p i c k e r e l  from t h e  n e s t  and  t h e  number o f  s h i n e r s  
t a k i n g  eggs  g r e a t l y  i n c r e a s e d . "  T h i s  i s  a n  i n t e r e s t i n g  s t o r y  
p e r  s e ,  b u t  t h e  p o i n t  h e r e  i s  t h a t  p i c k e r e l  h a n g  a r o u n d  where 
t h e  f o o d  i s  l i k e l y  t o  come; t h a t  g i v e s  some c r e d e n c e  t o  t h e  
T h e o r y .  

O t h e r w i s e ,  t h e  Dismal  Swamp l i v e d  up t o  i t s  name. N e v e r t h e ­
l e s s ,  i t s  s i z e  and  m y s t e r y  make i t  a t e m p t i n g  c o l l e c t i n g  a r e a .  
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