Finding the Fish Farm Founder
We were doing the books in the Museum when the phone rang. It was a gentleman calling from Everett,
who said, “I’ve spent the day in Everett searching for some obscure information regarding Brenner’s Trout
Farm to no avail. The folks in the Everett Public Library suggested I call you.” Of course, we have some
information on the well-known fish farm, including pictures. But his question was, “Do you know the name of
the person who originally created a fish farm on that site? [Bummer, you mean it wasn’t Brenner?] I’m doing
research on behalf of the Stillaguamish Tribes, and one of the details we are seeking is whether there were
any unique water rights granted – those would likely be traceable only through the name of the original fish
farm founder. In the course of my research today, I found the name ‘Oberlander’, but I’m not sure of the
relationship.”
Needless to say, we love a research challenge that lets us exercise some of the tools that are unique to the
museums in Snohomish County. In particular, we have 1) thousands of local pictures and documents that can
be searched using keywords and names, 2) a mapping system that allows us to overlay historic maps (many of
which show property owner) all the way back to the original homesteaders, 3) digitized historic texts that
detail the development of business, industry, and communities across Snohomish County, all of which can be
electronically searched by keyword and name, and 4) electronically searchable newspapers published in the
Granite Falls area back to 1922.
The fish biologist on the phone said he could be at the Museum in 30 minutes, so we got ready. The first
step was to look for Brenner’s Trout Farm in our normal Museum collection. It rapidly became clear that
Brenner’s was a significant operation:

But nothing in our collection indicated whether Brenner was the original owner/creator of the farm. So,
we decided to look back in our mapping system. Knowing the fish farm was near the western end of
Engebretsen Rd, we started with a 1975 map showing “Brenner”, then overlaid progressively older maps.
Going backward in time, we found “Brenner”, “West”, “Oberlander” [a name we’d heard], “Cushman”,
“Dahlstrom”, and finally the original homesteader “James Levi”.
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Overlaying the original homestead lines, it was revealed that the property of interest was originally part of
the James Levi homestead. He had been granted homestead patent #9447 on July 18, 1889. He was, by
definition, the first official owner of the property.

Armed with a set of names, we tried the suspect “Oberlander” in
our newspapers. From the June 18, 1936 issue of the Snohomish
County Forum came the article describing the purchase of the fish
farm by Oberlander from Cushman.
So we knew that Cushman (or someone earlier) was the creator of
the farm. We went back to the newspapers using “Cushman” and
“fish farm” as our search terms. They appeared many times in the
1930s, stocking many area lakes we fish today.

Then, we found the article that solved the “history mystery”, and explained all the details behind the creation
of the fish farm . . . by Levi Cushman in 1924 ! Here’s just a portion of the Sept 15, 1932 article, one of many
that appeared over the years with details of this “new industry”.

GOOD LUCK & GOOD FISHING ! - Fred

