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HOW I GOT TO WHEREI AM TODAY
Fred (Fritz) Rohde

Wilmington, North Carolina

After listening to Dr. Bob Jenkins (Roanoke College, retired) speak
at our 2011 NANFA Convention in Roanoke, Virginia, about how
he got started, I had the brilliant idea that this could be a series in
American Currents. I know a lot of ichthyologists and senior fish-
ery biologists, particularly in the Southeast, so I thought it would
be a piece of cake. Alas, it has not turned out that way. While I did
get Drs. Henry Robison and Don Orth to share their stories, others
(including NANFA members) have ignored my requests. For some,
I waited too long and some candidates have had serious illnesses or
have passed away. My AC co-editor, Konrad, has bugged me to write
about myself, but I didn’t think I would have anything particularly
interesting to share, contrary to my favorite saying: “I'm a legend in
my own mind.” I've decided to listen to Konrad, though.

I was born many, many years ago in a state that people have
trouble remembering. No, it’s not Ohio or Idaho, but IOWA!
My parents decided to saddle me with the name Fred, but since
there were already two Freds in the family (grandfather and
dad), thankfully they nicknamed me Fritz, which I was told is
the German equivalent of Fred. This caused confusion in later
years when I started publishing under Fred C. Rohde but some-
times just used Fritz Rohde. One colleague thought that there
were two of us: a Fred writing about freshwater fishes and a Fritz
working with saltwater fishes. But I digress.

Iowa, back then, was a great place to grow up. My parents were
educators, and as Dad moved up the educational ladder, we moved
every few years from one small town to another—and I mean small
(200-500 people). Both my grandfather and dad were avid fisher-
men—grandfather for bullheads Ameiurus spp. from the Iowa River
and Dad for Walleye Sander vitreus in Canada every summer. My
earliest memory of studying little native fishes is from junior high
school. My buddy and I tore up chunks of sod and dammed up a
tiny creek to make a small pool. We then “tested” the reactions of
the fishes by tossing M-80 fireworks into the pool. Belly up! My first
collection technique!

Like many NANFA members, I got involved with tropical fishes.
At one point in high school I had over 20 aquariums in my bedroom.
Fortunately, my parents tolerated all of this. I knew that I wanted
to do something with fishes as a career but really had no idea what.
Since I was breeding tropical fishes, I thought I might work in a state
or federal fish hatchery. My first actual collection of a native fish oc-
curred around this time when we went to my uncle’s cottage at Long
Lake in Minnesota. There was a seine in the garage, so my brother
and I went to a small creek nearby, where we caught Iowa Darter
Etheostoma exile. I don’t how we came up with the ID, but we did.

My high school was only 15 miles from Ames, home of Iowa
State University, which at the time had a program called Fisher-
ies and Wildlife Biology (FWB). Perfect match. Most of the peo-
ple in the curriculum (only one woman in my time there) were
in it because they loved to hunt and fish. My two closest friends
were birdwatchers, and I was the little fish nerd. FWB was in

the Agricultural College, and there was a requirement that you
had to spend one summer working at a job related to your field.
At the end of my sophomore year, I landed a summer intern-
ship with the US Fish and Wildlife Service’s North Central
Reservoir Investigations, near Yankton, South Dakota. [ was a
member of a three-man crew that would sample the Missouri
River reservoirs with nets (gill, fyke, and hoop), seines, and ot-
ter trawls. One highlight was collecting small Paddlefish Poly-
odon spathula and sending them to an aquarium in Denmark.
Those three months prepared me well for my Fisheries Man-
agement course, which was taught by Dr. Ken Carlander. I was
having some personal issues around this time, so I transferred
briefly to the University of Minnesota, near where my parents
had moved. It was a good semester. Dr. James Underhill taught
Ichthyology and Peter Moyle (future author of Inland Fishes of
California) was my lab instructor. The highlight of the lab was
being given a half-gallon jar of preserved fishes and told to sort
and identify them. About a year later, I worked for six months
at the National Fish Hatchery in Valley City, North Dakota. The
hatchery primarily focused on raising Walleye, but while I was
there, we were the first to raise Muskellunge Esox masquinongy.
I did a small experiment to see if I could raise them on pellet
food, but they preferred eating each other. I missed Iowa, so
I headed back to Ames to wrap up my undergraduate degree.
Iowa State had hired a new ichthyologist, Dr. Bruce Menzel,
who had recently graduated from Cornell University, where he
had studied under Dr. Edward Raney. I was a little older than
most of the students in FWB, and the only really fish-crazy guy,
so Bruce and I really hit it off. This was lucky, since I probably
wouldn’t be where I am today without his help.

I finally graduated in the summer of 1971 but was having a dif-
ficult time finding a fishery biologist position. All of the federal jobs
were going to Vietnam veterans, so for a time I washed glassware in
the Iowa State Chemistry Department. However, Bruce’s advisor at
Cornell, Dr. Raney, had started a consulting company, Ichthyologi-
cal Associates, in response to the demand for environmental impact
studies for the many nuclear power plants being built, particularly in

Iowa Darter, my first native. (Photo by Konrad Schmidt)
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Carolina Pygmy Sunfish Elassoma boehklei from Juniper
Creek, the type locality. (Photo by Fritz Rohde)

the mid-Atlantic region. Bruce put in a good word for me, and I was
offered a job working on the Salem Nuclear Power Plant study, on the
Delaware River in New Jersey south of Philadelphia. While the plant
was being built on Artificial Island in New Jersey, our lab was located
near Middletown, Delaware. What a fantastic learning experience
this was! Many of the employees were recent graduates from Cornell,
a nice mixture of BS, MS, and PhDs. For me, it was more like going
to graduate school than working. It was here that I met my long-time
friend, the late Dr. Rudy Arndt. We spent countless weekends survey-
ing the streams of Delaware with our colleague, Dr. Johnson Wang,
discovering species previously unknown from Delaware. This is when
the research and publishing bug bit me. Rudy and Johnson encouraged
me to work up the data on the two species of nonparasitic lampreys, as
well as the sculpin life history study (then called Cottus bairdi, now C.
caeruleomentum). While I enjoyed the work and friendships, I knew I
needed a master’s degree if I wanted to advance in my career, so after
three years I said goodbye and headed south.

I landed in Morehead City, North Carolina, working for Dr.
Frank Schwartz at the University of North Carolina Institute of Ma-
rine Sciences (IMS) on another nuclear power plant environmental
impact study. He had also agreed to take me on as a graduate stu-
dent. We had a good group of people—some grad students, others
just working on the study. The power plant was being built on the
lower Cape Fear River near Southport, and we spent many long days
sampling fishes with gill nets and otter trawls. When I had the op-
portunity, I would explore the swamps around Southport for all the
cool fishes that resided there. This is when I discovered the Carolina
Pygmy Sunfish Elassoma boehlkei. On weekends we also document-
ed the fishes in the nearby Croatan National Forest. I actually did
my graduate program backwards. While working at the Institute, I
did my research on the systematics of the American Brook Lamprey
Lethenteron appendix, and after three years of working on the Cape
Fear River, I moved to Chapel Hill to finish up the coursework at
UNC and write my thesis.

After six years of field work, eight peer-reviewed publications, and
a master’s degree, I was ready to move up the fisheries ladder (yep,
“Legend in My Own Mind”), but I guess the fisheries world wasn’t
ready for me yet, so a little hiatus ensued. I taught for two years at a
small boarding school in northeast Georgia and then worked in the
environmental section of a large engineering firm in Boston for two
more, all the while trying to get back to North Carolina.

Rescued! Two friends I had worked with at the IMS lab helped
me get a technician position with the North Carolina Division of

See “Rohde,” page 25.

Top: Fritz, circa 1985, collecting Elassoma boehlkei at a tribu-
tary to Juniper Creek, NC. (Photo by Rudy Arndt) Bottom:
Fritz at Juniper Creek in 2017. (Photo by Brenda Benson)



(“Rohde,” continued from page 23)

Marine Fisheries, based in Wilmington. I started by developing a
survey program for the snapper-grouper commercial fishery. Be-
ing in the right place and with some expansion, I quickly moved
up to second in charge for that district. All that time I continued
to do my freshwater sampling on rare fishes of North Carolina
and South Carolina, with the help of Rudy and his students from
Stockton State University in New Jersey. With the tacit support of
my supervisor, I co-authored two books on fishes of the area.

As someone who had never lived longer than four years in any
one place, I had now lived for 25 years in Wilmington. Time for a
change! I was 60 and had 25 years with the state, so I could retire
with full benefits. But what to do? I didn’t want to be a consultant,
since I had spent so much time arguing with them. This is where
contacts and friends again came in. I was lamenting my situation
to a USFWS colleague at the airport in Baltimore after a meeting,
when he told me the perfect job had just been advertised: work-

ing on passage of diadromous fishes at hydropower projects and
dams in the Southeast with the National Marine Fisheries Ser-
vice in Beaufort, NC. He was right, and I've been doing it for the
past 13 years. I still have my house in Wilmington, but I rent an
apartment in Morehead City, where I started out back in 1974.
Full circle.

So, what is the takeaway from all this rambling? If you're current-
ly in college, volunteer and get some experience or find appropriate
summer work. Make contacts and make friends in your field. Get
lucky or make your own luck. Be in the right place at the right time
like I was. I never considered my work to be 9-5, five days a week.
I had a mediocre undergraduate career, did well in courses I liked
and the opposite in those I didn’t. I've often been asked why I didn’t
get my PhD, and I respond that I really didn’t like school and, at the
time, a Master’s was sufficient. All in all, 50 years after leaving Iowa
State, I think I've done well.

NANFA’s very own Snorkelmeister, Casper Cox, has written a snorkeling guide that
is both useful (with maps and information about locations, access, biodiversity,
identification, safety and more) and beautiul (with dozens of color photos by some

of the best underwater photographers in the world). Written to complement the

Freshwaters lllustrated film “Hidden Rivers,” the book is a distillation of Casper’s

interests, experiences and skills, as well as a love letter to his favorite waters and
their inhabitants.

75+ pages, lay-flat spiral binding, 3rd printing. $30 each

»

NANFA receives a donation for each copy sold through

http://www.nanfa.org/cart.shtml#guide
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