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	In a nearly four-decade-old effort to restore Atlantic salmon to the Connecticut River, hundreds, maybe thousands of volunteers have lent a hand.

It is that kind of project, big on biological romance. This is a fabled game fish, capable of leaping 10 feet out of the water, a fish with a fascinating life cycle that includes migrations of thousands of miles.

Restoring runs of thousands of 10-pound sea-run salmon to the Connecticut would be one of the big wildlife recovery stories in decades, likely to be celebrated by many people, even those with no intention of ever fishing for salmon.

To the list of passionate volunteers, which includes a growing number of Connecticut students, add the Tripps of Old Lyme, James Michael and Sandra Millan, who, like the salmon, have gone the extra mile and then some.

When the beleaguered restoration program lost one of its hatcheries to budget cutting last year, the Tripps stepped in and offered as a fill-in hatchery a big room in the basement of their home -- the one with the brook running through it.

The Tripps live in a late-17th-century mill house on Mill Brook, a stream that already is home to a run of migratory alewives and is the location of a fish passageway intended to help the fish get around a small dam beside the Tripp home.

With a source of clean running water literally at hand, and a place available to house incubators, it was but a short leap to create an experimental hatchery at the mill site.

During the fall, through the winter and into the spring, the Tripps baby-sat 71,000 salmon eggs, which hatched and were stocked in the Eight Mile River late last month.

They, like so many others, liked the idea of being part of the restoration program, in which young salmon are released into Connecticut River tributaries in hopes they will survive for two years, head to sea and return two years later as adults, to the very stream from which they migrated originally.

"If you don't put them back, they won't come back," said Jim Tripp, a sculptor who works at home.

Of course, not everybody has a brook running under their home, nor an old mill in which to house a hatchery. Nor, for that matter, the time, patience and will to watch over thousands of salmon eggs for months.

The Tripps had no idea that their pet project would consume close to 100 hours a month. Sandra Tripp, a biologist, said she would return from her job in the afternoon and tend the hatchery with the children until the evening, when she would often return to the incubators until the wee hours of the morning. Filters had to be cleaned, dead eggs culled from tanks. On especially cold nights, Jim Tripp had to chisel ice that built up and threatened to clog the flow of water into the makeshift hatchery.

At one point, beavers or geese stirred up the water above the hatchery and clogged an intake pipe. When the Tripps realized what had happened, the baby salmon, which had just hatched, appeared dead. But when water was restored, they were able to revive many of the tiny fish.

Eventually the Tripp hatchery yielded 42,531 fry, as the young salmon are called.

"We weren't 100 percent sure this was going to work," said Steve Gephard, a state Department of Environmental Protection biologist who shepherds the salmon program in Connecticut. "But we had the eggs. And we tried it because if it did work, there may be room for expansion in the future. And it could help."

Restoring Atlantic salmon to the Connecticut River has proved extraordinarily difficult. A four-state effort is nearing 40 years old, and the number of salmon that return to the river in the spring is still but a comparative handful-- 69 fish last year. Biologists years ago thought the run might exceed 10,000 fish by now.

When the state shut down its salmon hatchery in Barkhamsted, the program lost a source of about 250,000 salmon fry. It still receives salmon from a federal hatchery in Vermont and about 750,000 fry from another state hatchery in Berlin. About 1.4 million are stocked in Connecticut streams each spring.

Gephard says volunteer efforts are a genuine boost. Volunteer crews have been helping stock young salmon in Connecticut streams in the spring for years.

For example, Art Howe of East Hartford, Trout Unlimited's national leadership council representative for Connecticut, has been helping stock the Eight Mile River, a tributary of the Connecticut, for 15 years. Howe says the restoration results are a concern to him, but even with limited numbers of salmon returning, the program also has its educational benefits and helps keep the pressure on governments to keep rivers clean.

The reason for the poor number of returning salmon is not clear, but it is widely thought to be caused at least in part by conditions in the North Atlantic Sea, which appear to have been unfavorable for the salmon in recent years. Atlantic salmon are native to streams in North America and Europe, and numbers of returning salmon have declined lately even on rivers that had more or less healthy populations.

Gephard said the problem is not with the stocking program in streams. The young salmon flourish in the streams and leave for the sea healthy, he is convinced. Whatever is taking its toll occurs after the young salmon leave the streams of their youth, entering the Connecticut River, Long Island Sound and the high seas.

One encouraging sign was the number of returns last year, which in Connecticut jumped from the 40s to 69 fish.

"While frankly not much," Gephard said, "that same little bump occurred in rivers all over North America."

Besides the large numbers of fry coming from hatcheries, a growing number of Connecticut schools are rearing young salmon as part of an education program sponsored by the Connecticut River Salmon Association, a private group.

In all, 62 schools are incubating and hatching salmon in small classroom tanks as part of a program that uses the salmon life cycle as a learning tool.

"It is not an aquarium project with some pretty little fish swimming around," said James J. Carroll, secretary of the association. By carefully controlling water temperature, students are able to accurately predict when the fry will be ready to stock, which is crucial in ensuring they reach a river healthy. Stocking sites and dates are coordinated with the state, and students are taken by bus to release the fish into rivers.

Gephard says the school program is invaluable in helping get the message about the project to the public through the students. "Not only do the kids get educated, but they take this information home, and whole families get educated," he said.

Meanwhile, the Tripps are looking ahead to getting more salmon eggs this fall, expecting their second year of raising fry to be glitch-free.

"Once we refine our techniques and what we are doing, we'll have it licked," Jim Tripp said.


