THE FISH OF WEST POINT’S WATERS
People who fish at West Point need to know what kind of fish it is they catch.  A West Point angler must obey both New York State fishing regulations and special West Point regulations as well.  If you don’t know what you catch, you could be in violation of the regulations as well as hurting the species you like to fish for.

The fish species found in West Point’s lakes, ponds and streams belong to twelve families.  Those families are eels, suckers, pike, mudminnows, catfish, minnows, herring, killifish, perch, sticklebacks, trout and sunfish.  Each family will be briefly discussed and where on West Point they can be found.  This does not include fish species found in the section of the Hudson River by West Point.  Note, too, that mudminnows, killifish, herring and sticklebacks do not grow large enough to be caught by West Point anglers on hook-and-line.
*****************************************
The American eel is the only member of the freshwater eel family native to North America.  They are easy to recognize, being snakelike in shape and lacking pelvic fins (the paired fins found on the belly of other fish).  The dorsal, anal and caudal (tail) fins are all connected.  The American eel spawns (lays its eggs) in the Atlantic Ocean near Bermuda and spends the rest of its time in freshwater.  Fish that spawn in saltwater and live in freshwater are called catadromous species.  Eels have been found in all West Point waters except Lake Frederick, Wilkins Pond and Highland Brook.  Eels are often thought of as being scavengers, feeding on any dead creature in the water.  Eels are also good predators if they come across any injured fish. They are good eating, although eels caught from the Hudson River may be contaminated with chemicals and should not be eaten.  The best time to catch eels is at night with bait.  The pool below the Stilwell Lake dam is the best place to catch one.  American eels can grow to three feet in length and weigh up to ten pounds.
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The next fish family is the sucker family.   Currently, only one species, the white sucker, can be found at West Point.  The white sucker has a vacuum-tube mouth and no spines in its fins.  They feed along the bottom sucking up worms, bugs, and pieces of organic matter.  They can be caught by bait fishing.   When caught from cold water (in the spring), white suckers are good eating, although bony.  At West Point, they can be found in Highland Brook, Popolopen Brook, Mineral Springs Brook, Trout Brook, Deep Hollow Brook, Stilwell Lake, Mine Lake, Popolopen Lake, and Lusk Reservoir.  They can grow up to 5 lb. in size in West Point waters.
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Figure 2.  





*****
Another sucker species that was historically present but has not been seen since the 1980s is the creek chubsucker.  This species is unique in that it lacks a lateral line, the sensory organ that runs down both sides of most fish species.  The creek chubsucker was historically found in Popolopen Brook, Popolopen Lake and Bull Pond.  The creek chubsucker can grow up to 16 inches and weigh up to 2 lbs.
The third fish family found at West Point is the pike family.  Members of this family can be recognized by their duck-like nose.  Two species can be found in West Point waters.  They are the chain pickerel and the redfin pickerel.  Both species have prominent teeth in their jaws, so caution is advised when unhooking these fish. Chain pickerel are a greenish-gold with dark chain-like markings on the sides.  They grow up to 7 pounds and can be found in Stilwell Lake, Popolopen Lake, Cranberry Pond, Beaver Pond, Weyants Pond, Mine Lake, Lusk Reservoir, and Cragston Lakes.  The redfin pickerel has a short, stubby nose, vertical dark bars on its sides and reddish pectoral and pelvic fins.  They are found in Popolopen Brook, Bull Pond, Popolopen Lake, Stilwell Lake, and Mine Lake.  Redfin pickerel rarely get bigger than 15 inches long. 
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Figure 3.  Chain Pickerel
*****
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Figure 4.  Redfin Pickerel
The next fish family is the mudminnow family.  Mudminnows are actually more closely related to the pike family then they are to the minnow family.  Two species are found at USMA – the central mudminnow, which is only found in the marsh at the northeast corner of Constitution Island; and, the eastern mudminnow, which so far has been found in Brooks Hollow Brook and Johnson Meadow Brook.  In mudminnows, the dorsal and anal fins are located far back on the body like the pike family and unlike the minnow family.  Mudminnows are also able to breathe air from the surface and can survive in low-oxygen waters better than most fish species can.
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Figure 5.  Eastern Mudminnow and Central Mudminnow

*****
The fifth fish family found at West Point is the catfish family.  Members of this family have no scales anywhere on their bodies and barbels (“whiskers”) around their mouths.  There are three species that an angler may catch at West Point - the channel catfish, the brown bullhead, and the yellow bullhead.  It is important to be able to distinguish between catfish and bullheads.  West Point has a 12-inch minimum size limit on channel catfish with a 5-fish/day bag-limit.  Bullheads have no size restrictions or bag limits.  A channel catfish will have a deeply forked tail while bullheads will have either a square (brown bullhead) or rounded (yellow bullhead) tail.  Yellow bullheads also have white chin barbels (“whiskers”) while a brown bullhead’s are black or brown.  Channel catfish grow much larger than bullheads, reaching 25 lb. in West Point waters.  Bullheads rarely get larger than 2 lb.  Channel catfish are found in Lake Frederick, Popolopen Lake, Mine Lake, Stilwell Lake, and Lusk Reservoir.  Bullheads can be found in every West Point fishing area.
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Figure 6.  Channel Catfish, Brown Bullhead and Yellow Bullhead (not to scale)
*****

The sixth fish family found at West Point is the minnow family.  Fourteen species have been reported from West Point waters, five of which are sometimes caught by West Point anglers. Those species caught by anglers are goldfish, carp, creek chub, fallfish and golden shiner.  Other species found or historically present are the eastern blacknose dace, longnose dace, common shiner, cutlips minnow, fathead minnow, bluntnose minnow, triploid grass carp, spottail shiner, and bridle shiner (historical record only).

Both carp and goldfish have long dorsal fins with a single thick spine at the front edge.  Goldfish are found only in Lake Frederick.  Goldfish look like carp but lack barbels on the corners of their mouths.  Goldfish can reach 3-5 lb. in size.  Carp have the “whiskers” at the corners of the mouth and can grow to 20 pounds or more.  Carp are only found in Lusk Reservoir.  Carp and goldfish are not native to North America.  Golden shiners (a native North American species) are found in all lakes and ponds at West Point as well as in Highland Brook.  Some individuals will reach 8-10 inches in length.  Golden shiners are often mistaken for yellow perch due to their bright orange fins.  However, golden shiners do not have sharp spines in their dorsal and anal fins, are shaped somewhat like sunfish, and have no stripes or speckling on their sides.  Creek chub and fallfish are shaped somewhat like a bass or trout.  Neither have spines in their dorsal fins.  Creek chub have black spot on the front base of the dorsal fin and often have a black stripe running down each side like a bass.  Creek chub grow to 14 inches and up to a pound in size.  They are found in Popolopen Brook, Queensboro Brook and Highland Brook and many of the smaller streams.  Fallfish are a bigger cousin of creek chub, growing to 18 inches and two pounds in weight.  Fallfish are silvery in color and lack any stripes or spots.  They are only found in Popolopen and Queensboro Brooks.  Cutlips minnows look like their lower jaw is deformed when viewed from below.  Cutlips minnows are found only in Popolopen Brook.  Cutlips minnow grow up to seven inches long.
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Figure 7.  Minnow Family Members (not to scale)
*****
Two minnow species – the fathead minnow and the bluntnose minnow – are not native to New York but instead were introduced when anglers dumped unused minnows they had bought into local streams and lakes.  This can lead to serious problems for native fish because of diseases and parasites that can be introduced, which could harm native fish.  Or, the introduced species could eliminate native species through competition and lack of natural predators.  USMA Regulation 215-5 prohibits the release of any unused minnows purchased from a bait shop into any West Point, lake, pond or stream.  Fathead minnows have become established in Crows Nest Brook while bluntnose minnows have been found in Cascade Brook and Dassori Pond.
The next fish family found at West Point is the herring family.  One species has become established in four West Point lakes – the alewife.  The alewife is not native but was introduced by anglers dumping their bait buckets of unused baitfish into the lakes.  The alewife is found in Bull Pond, Lusk Reservoir, Stilwell Lake and Popolopen Lake.  Alewives can grow up to six inches and are preyed on by bass, trout and walleyes.  Alewives prefer the open waters of the lakes away from shore.  Because they reproduce in large numbers, they can affect the recruitment of the young of other fish species, especially yellow perch, largemouth bass, smallmouth bass and walleyes.  Alewives can be recognized by their large silvery scales, a knife-like edge to the belly scales, a large eye (as big as the space from the nose to the front of the eye), and an up-turned mouth.  They feed almost entirely on plankton and small copepods.
Five herring members are found in the Hudson River near West Point – the American shad, gizzard shad, alewife, blueback herring and menhaden.  The American shad is a popular sportfish during its spawning run in April and early May.  The American shad is anadromous, meaning that it spawns in freshwater but lives in saltwater.
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Figure 8.  Alewife

*****

The eighth fish family found at West Point is the killifish family.  One species is found at West Point – the banded killifish.  The banded killifish is found in Round Pond, Popolopen Lake, Stilwell Lake and Crows Nest Brook.  Banded killifish grow to be no longer than six inches.  Another name for this family is the topminnow family.  This comes from the habitat of members of this family swimming at the surface frequently.  Killifish lack a lateral line, like the creek chubsucker.  Banded killifish have an upturned mouth, a flattened head, no spines in the fins and a large eye.
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Figure 9. Banded Killifish

*****
Three members of the perch family can be found in West Point waters.  They are the yellow perch, the walleye and the tessellated darter.   All perch have two dorsal fins – a spiny fin in front and a soft fin to the rear – and all have sharp spines in their anal fin as well.  All perch also only like cool, clean water.  The tessellated darter is only found in Trout Brook, grows no longer than four inches and would not be caught by a West Point angler.  The walleye is found in both Popolopen and Stilwell Lakes, while yellow perch are found in Cragston Lake, Cranberry Pond, Lusk Reservoir, Mine Lake, Lake Frederick, Popolopen Lake, Stilwell Lake, and Round Pond.  The yellow perch has reddish-orange pelvic and pectoral fins, is greenish-gold, and has dark vertical bars on its side.  Yellow perch can grow to three pounds in weight but usually weigh less than a pound.  The walleye is brownish-gold with a white tip on the lower half of its tail, prominent teeth in its jaw, and eyes that resemble marbles.   Walleyes grow to 10 pounds in West Point waters.  Both species are popular with ice fishermen.  Perch and walleye do best in cooler waters - warmer than trout waters but cooler than bass waters.  They readily take bait and artificial lures. 
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Figure 10.  Perch Family Members (not to scale)

*****
The tenth fish family is the stickleback family.  One species is present – the four-spined stickleback, which so far has only been documented from Round Pond.  Sticklebacks get their name from the sharp spines that rise from the back in front of the soft part of the dorsal fin.  The spines are actually part of the dorsal fin but do not have any webbing that connects them to the soft rays found in the rest of the fin.  The four-spined stickleback, as its name suggests, has four free-standing spines.  The four-spined stickleback rarely grows longer then four inches and spends much of its time in weedy areas.  This may explain why this species hasn’t been found elsewhere at West Point – it may simply have been missed during the surveys.  Sticklebacks often lack scales over large parts of their bodies, but they never completely lack scales like catfish do.  Sticklebacks eat small aquatic organisms like copepods.  Other fish species rarely prey on them because the stickleback’s spines make swallowing them a dangerous prospect.  Small herons, bitterns and kingfishers occasionally catch and eat them.
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Figure 11.  Example of a Stickleback.

*****
The next group of fish is the trout family.  Three species can be found at West Point. They are brook trout, brown trout, and rainbow trout.  Trout have very specific habitat requirements, needing cold water that does not get above 75° F and has sufficient oxygen.  They must spawn in running water.  All trout species are predators, feeding on minnows, crayfish, worms and insects.

At West Point, trout fishing is primarily maintained by stocking.  Bull Pond, Round Pond, Highland Brook, Mineral Springs Brook, Trout Brook, Queensboro Brook and Lusk Reservoir can support trout year-round, with trout reaching 5 to 15 lb. in size in the lakes.  Popolopen Brook is stocked with a small number of trout each year to provide a stream fishing experience for trout anglers at West Point.  Occasionally, one or a handful of trout find some springs in Popolopen Brook where they can survive the warmer summer temperatures and make it through to the next year. 

Brook trout can be recognized by their dark bodies with light colored markings on the back, a squared tail, and white edges on the pectoral and pelvic fins.  Rainbow trout have a pink stripe running along each side and many black spots on its side and tail.  The black spots are found all over the tail.  Brown trout have both red and black spots along their bodies.  If black spots are found on its tail, the spots will only be on the upper part.  

In addition to these three species, one hybrid strain of trout was accidentally mixed in with a supply of fish from a private hatchery in 2002.  The hybrid is called a tiger trout and is a cross between a brook trout and a brown trout.  A tiger trout is sterile and cannot reproduce.  Tiger trout were released in Bull Pond, Round Pond, Highland Brook and Lusk Reservoir.  West Point anglers may still occasionally run across them.  They can grow up to eight pounds.  Tiger trout have the worm-like marking of a brook trout but have the spots on the side like a brown trout, lacking the bluish-white halo around the spots that a brook trout has.
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Figure 12.  Brook, Brown, and Rainbow Trout. 
*****

The final fish family found at West Point is the sunfish family.  This group includes largemouth bass, smallmouth bass, black crappie, blue-spotted sunfish, bluegill, pumpkinseed, green sunfish, warmouth, and redbreast sunfish.  The last five species are sometimes referred to as bream, brim, sunnies, or panfish.  
Like the perch, members of the sunfish family have dorsal fins with both a spiny section and a soft section, as well as spines in the anal fin.  The dorsal fin is not distinctly separated into two parts.  Members of the sunfish family come in two shapes: torpedo-like for the two bass, and dinner-plate-like for the other members.  All of the species found at West Point (except for the smallmouth bass) like warm, weedy lakes, ponds and streams.  The smallmouth prefers slightly cooler waters and frequents the rocky bottoms in search of its favorite food, crayfish.  Smallmouth bass are found only in Stilwell Lake, Popolopen Lake, Lake Frederick, and Bull Pond.  Largemouth bass are found in all West Point waters except Highland Brook, Trout Brook, Queensboro Brook and Mineral Springs Brook.  Black crappie are found in Stilwell Lake, Popolopen Lake, Lake Frederick, Cranberry Pond, Weyants Pond, Mine Lake, Cragston Lake and Round Pond.  Bluegills and pumpkinseeds are found in all waters, but Wilkins Pond and Lusk Reservoir are especially good places to catch them.  Redbreast sunfish are found in Popolopen Brook, Queensboro Brook, Stilwell Lake, Popolopen Lake, Cragston Lakes, Lusk Reservoir, and Round Pond.  Green sunfish and warmouth are found in Lake Frederick.
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Figure 13.  Members of the Sunfish Family (not to scale).

*****

The blue-spotted sunfish does not grow large enough to be caught by anglers (4-5 inches maximum), but it is popular with people that like to keep them in aquariums because they are a pretty fish.  Blue-spotted sunfish prefer weedy streams and ponds and have been found at West Point in Popolopen Brook, Johnson Meadow Brook, Long Pond Creek, Stilwell Lake, Popolopen Lake and Brooks Hollow Creek.

[image: image33.jpg]



Figure 14. Blue-spotted Sunfish
*****

In addition, two species were historically from West Point waters but have not been seen in more than 20 years – the rock bass and the white crappie.  The rock bass was reported from Popolopen Brook while the white crappie was reported from Stilwell Lake.

As indicated above, the two bass can be distinguished from the other members of the sunfish family by their torpedo shape.  The largemouth bass can be recognized by the black horizontal stripe along each side, a mouth that extends back beyond its eye, and a noticeable notch between the spiny and soft parts of its dorsal fin.  The smallmouth’s jaw only extends back to the middle of its eye and lacks the black stripe along the body.  Black crappie can be separated from the three “sunnies” by having a large, delicate mouth, black speckling on a green-gold body, and an anal fin as large as its dorsal fin.  Bluegills have a black spot on the tip of their gill covers as wide as their eyes, have long, pointed pectoral fins, and a black spot on the rear, bottom edge of the dorsal fin.  Pumpkinseeds have a red or orange spot on the tip of each gill cover, small mouths, and pectoral fins that are rounded.  All members of the sunfish family are carnivorous. In other words, they eat other animals.  Both species of bass, black crappie, redbreast sunfish, and large bluegills will eat baitfish.  Worms are readily taken by all species.  Crickets, grasshoppers, salamanders, and crayfish are devoured.  Largemouth bass will also eat frogs, small birds, snakes, and mice should any one of these creatures go for a swim.

Spawning by members of the sunfish family begins when the water temperature rises above 60° F.  This occurs between early May and mid-June.  Male fish scoop out a depression wherever there is a firm bottom of sand or clay.  Several females will lay their eggs and the male guards them until they hatch in 10 days.  If a male is removed from the nest for any length of time, other fish will quickly move in and eat the eggs in the nest.  These nests can easily be seen as an angler walks along the shore.

Fishing Rules and Regulations:

Fishing seasons are established primarily to protect spawning fish.  If a fish has an established season, that means a person cannot pursue that fish except during those season dates.  For example: in New York, the season dates to catch largemouth and smallmouth bass (also known jointly as “black bass”) are the 3rd Saturday in June through Nov. 30.  If you try to catch bass outside of these dates, you would be in violation of NY fishing laws and West Point fishing regulations.  You can only fish for them during their open season, even if you release every bass you catch.

Now, if a bass grabs your lure or bait while you were fishing for trout or panfish, you would not be in violation as long as you released the bass immediately.  But, you cannot fish with lures or rigs that only catch bass and claim you are fishing for something else.  This applies to other fish that have seasons as well. 

Size limits provide for healthy fish populations by allowing fish to get big enough to spawn at least once.  Fish like sunfish, perch, and bullheads do not have any size limits as they are so numerous that populations would not be affected except on a small pond under the heaviest fishing pressure.  The size restrictions at West Point are more restrictive than NY’s because West Point waters are less productive, taking more years to grow a fish to catchable size.  The restrictive size limits result in more West Point anglers catching nice fish.  Channel catfish must be at least 12 inches long.  Walleyes must be at least 18 inches long.  Black bass must be at least 15 inches long, except at Wilkins Pond.  There, West Point anglers are only allowed to keep one bass per year and the bass must be at least 20 inches long.  All other bass caught must be returned to the pond.  Black crappie and pickerel follow the New York minimum-size restrictions (9 inches for crappie, 15 inches for pickerel).

Bag limits ensure that everyone fishing at West Point can catch a nice sized fish.  In some instances, it is because that species does not spawn in West Point waters and so, stocking is needed to replace those fish taken by anglers.  This holds true for trout (5 trout/day) and walleye (1 fish/day).  With bass, the restrictive bag limit West Point employs is because the waters will not replace the bass quickly enough.  At Weyants Pond and Cranberry Pond in particular, the growth rate is so slow that the bag limit is one 15-inch bass per day.  All other West Point waters have a bass bag limit of 3 fish/day (with the exception of Wilkins Pond mentioned above).

One final point:  Many people like to keep fish to eat.  That is perfectly all right.  However, at West Point you are required to report every fish you keep.   This helps the biologist keep track of fish populations in all of the waters as well as determining if enough fish are being stocked.  Also, game fish like bass and trout are not as common, so, if too many are kept, then the fishing won’t be as good.  If you really like to eat fish, try for bluegills, sunfish, and bullheads.  These are good eating fish and there are lots of them.  There are many ways to report your fish.  A good place to check out how to report your catch or to find out more about West Point’s fishing is to check out the West Point fishing web site.  The address is:

http://www.usma.army.mil/DCFA/activity/outodoor/angler.html

Questions: Contact Jim Beemer, USMA Fish & Wildlife Biologist, 938-3857.
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Figure 1.  American Eel


*****





White Sucker





Creek Chubsucker





black spot sometimes present





Tiger Trout





rosy, pink stripe along entire body





Pumpkinseed





Redbreast Sunfish





Bluegill





Black Crappie





Largemouth Bass





Smallmouth Bass





black spot on rear of dorsal fin





jaw extends past back of eye





red spot on gill cover





long “ear” flap





jaw does not extend past back of the eye





black stripe





anal


fin








