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In AD 240 the Roman historian Solinus wrote that the people of the 
Hebrides islands, located off Scotland's northwest coast, lived on fish 
and milk. That fish was herring. Herring and related fishes in the 
Clupeidae family have been economically significant for hundreds of 
years to countries bordering the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. In addition 
to the herring, other commercially valuable fish in this group are shad, 
menhaden, alewife, and the pilchard, or sardine. (See also fish; 
fisheries.) 

The 175 species in 46 genera in the herring family all share the same 
basic physical characteristics. Most are less than 18 inches (46 
centimeters) long, but a few, such as the American shad, may reach 30 
inches (76 centimeters) in length. All clupeids are plankton feeders. 
The body is deeply compressed laterally and covered with scales, which 
form a sharp ridge along the centerline of the belly. 

 

 

Atlantic herring (Clupea harengus) 

The Atlantic herring (Clupea harengus) is abundant off the coasts of 
North America and Europe. It also lives in the southern Atlantic, but 



only in the north is it plentiful enough to support commercial fisheries. 

The Pacific herring (C. pallasii) is widely distributed in the North Pacific 
from San Diego to Alaska and along the Asian coast from the Kuril 
Islands south to Japan and Korea. It is a significant part of fisheries in 
Japan and Russia and is included in the diets of sharks, sea lions, and 
waterfowl. 

 

American shad (Alosa sapidissima). 

One of several species in the genus Alosa, the American shad (A. 
sapidissima) is found from the St. Lawrence River south to Florida. 
Introduced to the Pacific coast several times between 1871 and 1886, it 
now thrives between Alaska and central California. The shad spends 
most of its life in the ocean, but in spring it swims up rivers to spawn. 
Some migrate as far as 300 miles (480 kilometers), where they remain 
until autumn. Dams and pollution in the rivers have sharply curtailed 
the commercial shad industry. 

The alewife (A. pseudoharengus) is another food fish that spawns in 
fresh water. The alewife population in the St. Lawrence Seaway and 
Great Lakes multiplied so rapidly in the 1960s that they threatened 
native fishes by competing for the same food sources. This was 



remedied in the 1970s with the importation of coho and king salmon, 
which live on a diet of alewives. 

Menhaden (Brevoortia tyrannus) lives in warm temperate waters off 
eastern North and South America. Three other species of menhaden 
exist off the Atlantic coast of North America. Menhaden is easily caught 
with a purse seine because it often schools near the surface in shoals of 
hundreds of thousands. The United States lands seven times as much 
menhaden as herring. It is used in the manufacture of fertilizer and 
animal food. Humans do not consume this fat oily fish but it is eaten by 
many marine animals including swordfish, sharks, whales, and dolphins. 
Menhaden is preyed upon by bluefishes and striped bass. 

Although young herring is canned and sold as sardines, the only true 
sardines are pilchards. The California pilchard or Pacific sardine 
(Sardinops caerula) is found in waters off south Alaska to Cape San 
Lucas and throughout the Gulf of California. Pilchards are also found 
along the Pacific coast of South America and in waters off New Zealand, 
Australia, and Japan. 

The first cannery for the Pacific sardine was established in 1889. The 
catch increased steadily until it reached 68 thousand tons between 
World War I and World War II. But in 1944 the fishery collapsed, 
probably because of overfishing, and the industry never recovered.	  


