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Archeological evidence Indicates that the fisheries resources of
many lakes In what Is now Canada have been utilized by man for millenia.'
The first Eutopean explorers noted that fish was an important item of food
to most of the tribes native to Canada. Prior to exposure to European
techniques, aboriginal Canadians fished with spears, with copper fish

:~Ot~S; i:~~hr fbl::
k
t:?:'fl:~: :~~h c~i::r nreot;t~ade from local materials such

The special importance of whitefish in the early history of Canada
is emphasized again and again in the literature by statements such as the
following by explorer Preble: "So important are whitefish as an article of
diet, that the sites of many, perhaps the majority, of the trading posts. as
well as the wintering stations of a number of exploring expeditions, places
which have become famous in Arctic literature, have been selected with a
view to the local abundance of this fish," or by Archbishop Tache of Greater

:ni:nf~~:~~n::yh;hvee ol~;;df::~. :hole years on whltefls~ as my principal food

The earliest settlers caught and used local fish. As each settlement de­
veloped, some individuals, European immigrant or native, specialized in fishing,
llsuallyfor local sale initially. As soon as there were adequate transportation
and marketing facilities, these Individuals often began fishing for markets out­
side the community. This history Is essentially about such fishing for markets
at some distance. It applies only to commercial fishing in the Inland waters
of Ontario, Manitoba. Saskatchewan. Alberta. Northwest Territories. and Yukon;
commercial fishing in other inland waters of Canada Is negligible by comparison.
Fisheries for Arctic char along our northern coast are regarded a sessentially
marine an'd are not Included, and a limited fishery In the estuary of the
Mackenzie River is excluded on the same grounds.

Since some species of fish are known by different names in different
localities. common synonyms of the names used in this history are tabulated
below. The corresponding scientific name is also given, since each scien­
tific name always applies to one species, and one species only, everywhere,
in every language. "Spp." in a scientific name indicates that the name
used in the text is a collective noun for several species of the same genus
(I.e., several species which are much alike). The names are listed In the
order used by some biologists. an order which lists fish that are most alike
closest together.

'In conversatlon with Dr. W. W.lury, of the University of Western Onrarlo, hesratedthathe
had recovered from a "dig" near Port Franks the remains of fish caught 2700 years ago as dated by the
radiocarbon technique.



Sea lamprey
Sturgeon
Alewife

i:~:::::::
Atlantic salmon
Lake trout

Arctic char
Inconnu
Whltefbh
Cisco
Cbco
Smelt
Pike
Mwkellunge

~:~~:;e
Redhorse
Buffalofuh

~:ISh
Eel
Burbot

:~:::::h
Black bass
Perch
Pickerel

Blue pickerel
Sauger
Sheepshead

lamprey .
lakesturgeoo.rocksturgeon ..
sawbelly.gaspereau .
Chlnooksalmon .

:~::"::.::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::
trout~:~::~'tr~~tue: .s.a.~a:. .~~~~'. ~~: .~:~~.

cony ..
lakewhltefbh .
lakeherring,herring.shallow-watercuco ..••.
chub-,tuillbee- .....•.•.......•.....••....
American smelt .
Jackfbh. Jack. northern pike. pickerel (In U.S.A.)
mwky.lunge .

~~~~:~n(?~liC~~~: .t~. s.o.~~.~~~ ~~: .a:~ .c~.t~~~~:
ling. lawyer. eelpout. marla. melby.loche ....

sllverbass ..
smallmoulbbass .
yellowperch .
yellow pickerel. yellow walleye. yellow plke-

perch.walleye.dore.plke(InU.S.A.) •••
blue walleye. blue pike. blue ••••••••••••••••
saugerplckerel.sandplckerel ••••••••••••••••
freshwater drum, drwn. silve.rbass. sunfish ...•.

Petromyzon~

~fulvescens

Alosapseudoharengw
OnchorhynchwlShaWyucha

~:~ri;hus~

Stizostedlon vltrewn

~~:::::~: :~::=nse~
Aplodinotw~

-Collective nouns, eachofwhichincludeseveralspeciesofc1sco. Thespeciesincludedmay
vary from lake to lake.

-In recent yearsredhorse have frequently. and suckers have sometimes. been sold as "mulleu".
Thb could be regarded as misrepresentation. since there Is an entirely different group ofmarlnespecles
which have for centurles been called "mulleu" and sold under that name.



A remarkable abundance of flsh, from earliest times, puts Lake Erie
In a class by Itself. In the 1700's Indians habitually gathered near Sandusky
at the appropriate season to gather whitefish thrown on the beaches by north­
east storms. Sturgeon could be taken In such quantities near Pelee Point
that early Canadian settlers In that area found It worthwhile to spear them
with pitchforks and haul them away by the wagonload to use as fertilizer on
their farms. A U.S. government report on Lake'Erle for 1885 says: "The
fisheries of the lake are of vast Importance, surpassing In extent those of
any other of the Great Lakes or of any body of fresh water In the world."
This statement continued true for most of the perIod covered by this history.
At present. roughly one-quarter of all the freshwater fish produced In Canada
comes from the CanadIan half of Lake Erie -- 35 mIllion pounds In 1985.

8y 1870, when the commerclal fIshery In CanadIan waters first be­
came apprecIable, several of the then largest cItIes In the United States
(Toledo, Sandusky, Cleveland, ErIe. DunkIrk, and 8uffalo) were located
on the shores of Lake ErIe, and by the tIme modern transportation developed
Lake ErIe was reasonably close to the populatIon centre of North AmerIca.'
As a result, Lake ErIe fIshermen have always been In a partIcularly favorable
posItion for marketing their catch. With the greatest supply of fish and the
readIest access to markets, the,Lake Erie fishery has been much more pros­
perous than most of our freshwater fisheries. Most lonovations In the fresh­
water fishIng Industry have orIginated In Lake Erie and graduallys pread
first to other Great Lakes, then to more distant fisherIes. For this reason,
the gear and methods used on Lake Erie are descrIbed In detaIl.

The pound net was partIcularly characteristIc of Lake ErIe. The web
of the nettIng used In a pound net Is relatively heavy materIal. "Stakes"
(l.e., piles) whIch support the upper edge ofthenettlng'ate drive nseveral
feet Into the lake bottom and project several feet above the water surface.
The stakes are carefully locned In a predet\,rmlned pattern so that the net
as fished wIll take a precIsely determIned shape. The pound net "leader"
Is essentIally a straIght fence of nettIng generally set at rIght anglestothe
nearest shoreline; when fish encounter itt they tend to move along it to its
deeper end where the "head" of the pound net Is located. The nettIng In
the head Issoarranged that fish are guIded further and furrher Into a trap
from whIch retreat becomes IncreasIngly diffIcult. Finally, they enter the
"crib" (part of the head) where they remain like cattle In a pound untll the
fishermen "lift" by pUlling up the bottom of the crib and concentrating the
fish so that they can be easlly and quIckly brought aboard by dIp nets •

'Insome cases the upper edge of the nettIng In the leader lssupported by floats.



About 1860 fishermen from Connecticut set the first pound net In the
lake near Sandusky, Ohio. The first one u.ed In Canadian waters was .et
near Wheatley· In 1862. In 1863 two more were set In that vicinity and one
was .et at Lowbanks. From the.e localltle. at opposite ends of the lake the
u.e of pound nets quickly spread along the whole Canadian shore, but they
were particularly concentrated In the western third.

Pound nets have changed very little since they were first Introduc U
The biggest change has resulted from the Introduction of synthetic fibres
which, within the past 10 years, have almost completely replaced the cotton
web and the manila or sisal rope formerly used. These new materials have
largely ellmlnated the tarring of pound nets, formerly a time-consuming and
unpleasant task.

Initially, pound-net boats were saIlboats, 22 t028 feet long with
about 10 feet beam. They were flat-bottomed, of llght draught, with re­
movable rudder and centreboard, all necessary characteristics both to make
It possible for the boats to enter the crib without foullng the netting and to
enable them to be pulled out on the open beach where they landed, During
the first decade of the present century, gasoline-powered·· boats replaced
sailboats. The new boats were also flat-bottomed; there was a universal
Joint In the propeller shaft so the propeller and shaft could be pull eduplnto
a recess In the bottom when nets were being llfted or when the boat was beached.
In the 1930's and 1940's steel hulls gradually replaced the wooden hulls used un­
til that time, and power-driven aids to net handling were gradua;Iy introduced.

A floating pile driver Is needed to drive thesrakeswhichsuppotta
pound neq the same vessel is also usually used to pull the stakes before freeze­
up each year. Initially, both the "hammer" used to drive the stakes and the
windlass used to pull them were operated manually. However, gasollne
motors replaced manpower for these purposes early in the present century.

Tbe "web" of a gill net consists of tough. fine threads tied to one
another in such a way as to make a network of equal-size squares. each called
a mesh. Each of the long sides of the web is tied to stout cords of wblch one
Is weighted, the other equipped with floats. As usually fished in inland
Canada, tbe weighted line of the gill net lles along the lake bottom; the
floats are buoyant enough to keep the topllne up but not to floattbewh ole
net off the bottom. Fish become entangled in the web and are held until the
whole gill ner is pulled aboard tbe fishing vesse!. Each fish must be indi­
vidually removed from tbe mesh after the net is brought aboard.

·Itwas fishedbya Mr. Julian off Two Creeks (near Wheatley). ThefollowlngyearEnoch
McLean, great grandfather of FRS Member M. McLean, fished two pound nets JUSt west of Midsly Creek
(near Wheatley). and a Mr. Hoover flshedone pound net ar Lowbanks (eastern Lake Erie)l a thlrd genera­
tlon Hoover fished at Nantlcoke untll 1958.

.. The flrstpowered pound net boat in Canada was bulltln 1903 and used at Yellow Creek (near
Wheatley) by Ned Lamarsh, a great uncle of the Hon. ]udyLaMarsh.



On early gill nets stones were used for weights and crude chunks of
wood for floats. However, early In the development of the commercial
fishery, cast lead weights and shaped cedar floats became srandard. At
flrstthe web was made of Ilnen twine. but over a period of several decades,
starting about 1900, cotton gradually replaced Ilnen. Inthe,1940'shollow

~~:::lnC I:c~~~s:::~laced cedar for floats. About 1950 nylon twine replaced

At flrst gill nets were fished from rowboats or from sallboau roughly
30 feet long. About 1880 gill-net fishermen began to use steam-powered
vessels with screw propellers and by 1900 most gill-netting was done from
"steamers". The first "steamers" were modelled after the steam tugs used
for towing log booms, etc., and even had sturdy towing posts In the stern.
Gill-net vessels on the Great Lakes have been called "tugs" ever since.

Theearlyglll-nettugswerewooden-hulled,roughly60feetlong,
and relatively narrow. Working room on deck and stowage below were re­
stricted because of the comparatively large space which the boller, steam
engine. and fuel occupied. The pllothouse was small. The nets were pulled
by handl a small roller was flxed to the rall of either bow for this purpose.
Mechanical net pullers were developed about 1900, and soon all gill-net tugs
were equipped with them. In the early 1900's gasollne and diesel motors gra­
dually replaced steam power. hull design changed to give Increased beam and
blunter bows, and the space needed for propulsion machinery steadlly decreased.
Steel hulls gradually replaced wooden hulls between 1900 and 1930. Some
shelter was soon provided for the men on deck, and shortly after 1900 some
vessels had a deckhouse over the entire deckj by 1920 most tugs were so
equipped. This deckhouse provided warmth and shelter to the fishermen as
hour after hour they removed. one by one, the flsh entangled in the gill nell
and It also kept the gill nets on deck from freeZing Into a solld lump in the
net box during cold weather.

On the U.S. sideofLakeErieanewtypeofflshinggear, the trap net,
gradually evolved. A trap net is essentially the same as a pound net, except
that stakes are not used. Instead,thetopedgelssupportedbyfloatswhlle
a system of anchors is used to hold the net in the proper shape. Unllke the
pound net which extends from the surface to the bottom of the lake, the trap
net usually extends from the bottom only part way to the surface. A trap net
has several advantages over a pound net: it can be easlly moved, initial cost
Is lessl operating costs are lower; more nets can be handled per boati and it
Is less vulnerable to storm damage. Like the pound net. fish are held allve
In the crib untll the fishermen Ilft and scoop them out with dip nets.

For most of the period covered by this history, trap nets were not per"
mitted in Canadian waters. However, the ban on trap nets was relaxed in
1950 and by 1952 most pound-net fishermen had changed to trap nelS. Cotton
twine and manila or sisal rope was used at first, but these materials were soon
replaced by nylon and other synthetics.



Selnel, PykesandSetLlnes

AselnelsanoblongpleceofnettlngwlthwelghtsandfJoatswhlch
IssetparaJleltoabeach,thenpUJledashore, thereby enclosing fish be'
tween netting and beach. Seines were favored by the settlers, but were
largely replaced by pound nets when the latter were Introduced. Seines
have played only a minor part In the fishery.

The principle of entrapment" used In pound nell.and trap nets Is aho
used In fyke nets. However, fyke nets are much smaller. Round hoops. or
sometimes square "hoops", are used to make fyke nets assume the required
shape,andforthlsreasontheyarefrequentlycaJled"hoopnell··. They
have played only a minor part In the fishery.

Although an appreciable part of the U. S. commercial catch has been
taken by set lines, baited hooks have played only a minor role In the com­
mercial fishery In Canadian waters.

Since 1959 otter trawls have been used commerclaJly on the Canadian
side of Lake Erie. The netting In an otter trawl Is of heavy twine, and the
netlsroughlytheshapeofafJattenedfunnel. Thlsftinnelofnettlngls
towed along the lake bottom big end first, engulfing the fish In Its path:
they accumulate In the little end of the funnel, caJled the "cod end".
Attached to eltherslde of the big endofthe funnel are the heavily we 19hted
wooden otter boards which look very much like smaJl doors. A rope or cable
leads from each otter board to the fishing vessel. The Interactlon of the
force exerted by the tow rope and of the resistance of the water makes the
two otter boards pUJl apart, thereby spreading the funnel sideways. Weights
andfloatsspreadthefunnelvertlcaJly. The trawl Is brought aboard periodl­
cally and the fish are easily removed from the cod end.

Changes In Relative Use of Fishing Gear

Until the 1920's, pound nets were the predominant gear on the Canadian
side of Lake Erie. Although both pound nets ar,d gill nets were used In the
eastern two-thlrds of the lake. the use of gill-net tugs was originally greatly
resuictedin theweste."n third of the lake where pound nets werepa triculatly
concentrated. These restrictions were gradually relaxed during the first World
War and subsequently. Partly as a result of declining catches"" and partly be­
cause of rising costs for wages and nets, the number of pound nets fished
steadily decreased between 1925 and 1950. Meanwhile, the number of gill
nets fished steadily Increased. When trap nets were legalized In 1950, most
pound-netters quIckly changed to the new gear. However, trap neu were not

" 1be fish traps used prehistorically by the Indians also used the same principle.

-Attributed by many to relaxatlon of the restrlctlons on glll-nettugs.



the p.n.ce. that m.ny h.d hoped, .nd the u.e of Impounding gear has con­
t1nuedtodecllne. In recentye....ever.1 gill-net tug. h.ve heen converted

:~.~::dll::~U:ol~~~:gill-netting has declined .omewhat from the pe.k

By 1880 the once de.plsed sturgeon was In dem.nd .nd.n Important
fhhery developed for the specie., p.rtlcUlarly ne.r Point Pelee. In .plte of
Increasing flsblng efforts, catches declined .fter 1890 .nd by 1900 sturgeon
h.d become too .c.rce to be worth a special fishery.

From about 1850 until 1925, lake herring was the most Important .pecles
In the fishery. Catches were particularly large between 1910 .nd 1925, then
the species became scarce and 'c.tches declined to and st.yed at. low level,
exceptforgoodcatcheslnl945,1946andl947,allbasedonaonep.rtIcu'
larly good h.tch.

Blue pickerel have been an Important species .Ince.t least 1885.
While lake herring were plentiful, the fishermen used their gear In a way
that would maximize catches of that species and blue pickerel were taken
only Incidentally. When lake herring became scarce, the fishermen made
minor changes In gear and In techniques In order to maximize the catch of
blueplckerel. Production of blue plckerelsteadlly Increased after 1925toa
maximum about 1955. Shortly after that they became scarce .nd catches de-

:~Ienne~nd:acs:~~:~~,cos~r;;::n~.960 blue pickerel have been so scarce that catching

The closely related yellow pickerel provided moderate catches from
early times. Throughout the 1950's Increasingly larger and larger catches
were made. About 1960 catches began to decline and the species Is now re­
latlvelyscarce.

For over a century production of whitefish was moderate, although It
has been an Important .pecles because of the high seiling price. Unusually

~:rvgee bc:ct:~:ss:::~e;:~~ Is~atrhceer~940'S. Since the early 1950'. whitefish

Except for a decade about 1930, perch was a minor but steady contri­
butor to the fishery until the late 1950's. Since that time, perch catches
have increased considerably. and because of the scarcity of species which
earlier supported the fishery, It has become one of the two Important species
produced.

Smelt are not native to the Great Lakes watershed. They were deli­
berately Introduced Into Crystal Lake, which drains to Lake Michigan, In 1912
and from there have spread through the Great Lakes. They were completely un­
known In Lake Erie untll the late 1940's and rarely seen untll the ea rlyl9S0's.
During the past decade they have become abundant and an Important fishery
for them has developed. Smelt are small and at the price offered, the labor
cost for untangling them from a gill net one by one exceeds their selling



price. Pound nets and trap nets, from which a ton of smelt can be scooped
In the time taken to untangle a few pounds from a gill net. are suitable for
taking smelt when they are concentrated Inshore for spawning but do not
catch appreciable quantities at other times. Otter trawls, which take smelt
In quantity at all seasons and from which they are easily removed, now pro­
duce most of the smelt taken.

Several other commercial species, including carp. catfish, sauger,
whltebass, sheepshead,redhorse, and suckers, have been and still are pro­
duced In moderate quantities.

Sturgeon,lakeherrlng.whlteflsh, blue pickerel, and yellow pickerel
have In turn each played an Important part In the flshety. The history of the
fishery for each species has been much the same. Production was telatlvely
stable fot a long time; then, following catches which fot a few years far ex­
ceeded those of the long stable period, each species became and remained
scarce. Sincethepatternhasbeenrepeatedfp..rspeciesafterspecles,ltls

~: ~~~:ls ~on~ u::eoss:dt::~ ~::rl~n:a::::uen~:;::C:~~:~b;;~l::"e~~e extremely large

Althoughthete likely was such a connection, otherfactors,partlcularly
changes In the fish's environment, also probably contributed to a decline. One
Important change has been an appreciable Inctease In average watet tempera­
ture since 1900, mainly because average air temperature has increased, but to
some extent through man', activities such as In clearing the land, theteby
decreasing shade and Increasing the temperatures of tributary waters. Tem­
perature Is known to be a very Important factor In determining whether fish
will survive In a given environment. For instance, recently published re-
sults of a scientific study' show an Important condition for a good hatch of
whitefish In Lake Erie Is a lower water temperature than has prevailed In re­
cent years. Another change has been the deposition of sludge from sewage on
many spawning groundS, making them unusuable. Also, the chemistry of the
water has changed considerably because of domestic and Industrial sewage
and of residues of chemical fertlllzets from farmlands in the watershed! an
important result bas been the development from time to time of extensive
areas In the lake where neither fish nor their food can lIvebecauseofl n­
sufficient dissolved oxygen. Again erosion, both of the lake shores and along
Its tributaries as a result of clearing the land for farming and of other acti­
vities, has made the lake much muddier than it was a century agoi muddiness
Isknwontohaveaconsiderableeffectonwbetherflshthrive. Finally, the
recent advent of smelt may have had an effect on the abundance of native
species.

'Lawler, G. H. 1965. Fluctuatlonslnthesuccess of year-classes of whlreflsh populatlons with
speclalreferencetoLakeErle. J. Fish. Res. Bd. Canada, 22(5): 1197-1227.



Apart from strictly local sales, the early production from the
Canadian waters of Lake Erie was shipped across ,he lake (mainly by steam­
boat) and sold In the cilles which were 'hen mushrooming on 'he U.S. side
of 'he lake, particularly Buffalo. Prices per pound '0 the fishermen In 1886
were, whlteflsh51/2¢lsturgeon51/2¢lyellowplckereI5¢lblueplckereI
4 1/2¢1 lake herring 1¢. By the beginning of the present century, much of
thecatchwashauledtothenearestrallwaystatlonbyhorsesandshlppedby
rail, although some was stlll shipped across the lake In small steamboats.
At first those who shipped by rail sold their fish bycontractata price to·
which both parties agreed before fishing started. After telephones became
generally available about 1905, fish were usually sold by dally bargaining.
By 1910 most pound-net operators packed their own fish In Ice, hauled them
by truck to the nearest railway station. and dispatched them by rail to New
York or other markets. Some gill-netters also followed the same procedure.
but since they were based on cenllally located ports (as opposed topou nd­
netters who landed on open beaches all along the shore), many sold their fish
In bulk to a local dealer who packed the fish from several tugs. In several
cases local packers owned or controlled sizeable fleets of gill-net tugs.

In the 1920's wholesalers from Detroit began taking delivery of fish at
the fisherman's packing house. By 1940 very few Lake Erie fish were moving
by rail, most of them were moved by truck from the packing houses on the
lake to wholesalers In Detroit, Chicago, and other cI,les. Among the glll­
netters, a growing discontent with the prices offered by local packers led to
the formation of fishermen's cooperatives In a number of fishing ports to pack
and sell their catch, Some of the co-ops stlll operate, but more have failed.

Until the 1930's most fish were shipped "In the round", I.e., Just as
It came from the water except for being packed In Ice. As a notable excep­
tion, when the production of lake herring was heavy many were sold gutted
with head on. In the past thOcee decades more and more of the catch has been
fllIeted, or In the case of smel', gutted and beheaded. Filleting and smelt
dressing have been carried out mainly by the packers at gill-ne, ports, In­
cluding the co·ops. In recent years a good deal of ,he production from gill
nets, pound nets. trap nets, and trawls has reached the market through

~nm~~er~: ~I~:::~:s: which has become the biggest processor of freshwater fish

OTHER FISHERIES IN THE GREAT LAKES BASIN

The early beginnings of the commercial fishery are obscure. Apparently
the local settlers combined fishing with farming and there was some trade In
f1shstartlngabou'1800. By1861,whenthefirstrecordswerekep"Lake
Ontario was producing roughly 2 million pounds per year, a value only mo­
derately less than the subsequent long-term average. The earliest fisheries
wereconcentratednearPrinceEdwardCountyandontheNiagaraPeninsula.



but well before 1900 fish were being landed at ports all along the Canadian
shore. During the past forty years the fisheries of the western two-thirds of
the lake have gradually diminished, until now most of the fishing Is based on
ports In or near Prince Edward County.

GIHnets have always been, and stili are. the principal gear used.
Changes In netting material have been much the same as In Lake Erie. How­
ever, big gill-net tugs have seldom been used on Lake Ontario. Shortly after
the beginning of this century, sailing craft and rowboats were replaced by
gasoline-propelled. wooden-hulled open boats, typically about 30 feet long.
The boats have remained about the same size, but there has been a gradual
Improvement In motors and In hull design. During the past two decades steel
hulls have largely replaced wooden huHs and most boats have been fitted with
net pullers.

Fyke nets have been and are of minor importance for taking some of

~~::e::e~e:~r:b:lemsl~:~I::'te:ta,lnpl:r ~~tuh/anrl~h: yB'i~eo~e~tu/enr:~' P~:~::Stl::v;rom

other types of gear has been negligible.

were o~::~:,fr:~f:~:'~~ia~~::~:~.theL:;:rl:e:~d7va/d~eat::Ios~~ra~:n°snht;:;~tash
large part of the catch by rail to New York and other markets. In recent
years most fishermen have delivered their catch to local buyers who have
packed It In Ice and forwa'ded It by truck or rail to wholesalers In remote
Cities, mainly In the U.S.A.

Catches of clscoes have fluCluated considerably, but the average catch
has been roughly one million pounds per year, making It the most Important
kind of fish I"n terms of quantity produced. Production bas been considerably
below the long-term average during the past two decades.

Although lake trout production averaged roughly half a mllllon pounds
per year for two decades prior to 1930 and even exceeded one million p~
In 1925, the usual production for the past century has been considerably I ess.
Production was particularly low durlng the past two decades.

WhitefIsh production during the century has fluctuated moderately
around an average of roughly half a million pounds per year, except for the
two decades prior to 1930 when considerably greater catches were made, as
much as 2 1/2 million pounds in 1923 and 1924. Recently whitefIsh catches
have been well below the long-term average.

A landlocked form of the Atlantic salmon was prized In the early days.
but production declined drastically after 1B35 and the species was extinct In
Lake Ontario by 1B90. A number of minor species have collectively formed
a substantial part of the catch during all or part of the past century. Roughly
in order of commercial Importance they are: pickerel (yellow and blue). pike.
perch, catfIsh, carp. eel. sturgeon. During the past decade white perch.
which '''ere recently inadvertently introduced into the lake, have become a
commercial species. Although alewives have been available In quantitieJ
throughout the history of the fishery. there have seldom been buyers for them.



By 1800 there was a sizeable settlement in the vicinity of
Michilimackinac and a local trade in fi.h. Although thl. early fi.hery was
mainly In what are now U.S. waters, part was in Canadian waters and, In
any case, the fishermen were mostly British subjects. In the early days
settlers' wives unravelled linen cloth brought from Europe for clothing and
used the threads to make the web of the early g111 nets. Before long, however,
twine for net making purposes was being imported from Scotland. About 1860,
cast lead sinkers and shaped cedar floats (I.e., "Ieads-and-corks") replaced
the stone sinkers and the2 1/2-ftsquareboards(floats)u.ed until the n. About
the same time, steam tugs began to replace the canoes, rowboats and moderate
size sailboats used earlier. There was gill-netting in Georgian Bay as early
as 1835 and at Southampton before 1865. By IB70 gill-netting was carried
out in all Canadian waters of the lake. The development of technique. after
1860 was much the same as in Lake Erie. except for a larger proportion of
small boats In Lake Huron and a slower change-over to diesel, steel hulls,
and enclosed deck •. Gill-netting has been the principal method of fishing
from the earliest times until the present.

Pound nets have been fished south of Goderich since IB82. and for almost
as long south of Manitoulin Island and at some localities in Georgian Bay. The
pound net has always been of secondary importance on Lake Huron. The use of
seInes and of other gear has been inconsequential.

By 1870. when the Canadian Lake Erie fishery was Just beginning to
develop. the Lake Huron fishery was already a thriving industry with an annu al
production of over 4 mi:lion pounds. Although total Lake Erie production has
been the greater since 1900, the Lake Huron fishing industry was also a very
healthy one untll about 25 years ago when a drastic change came about because
of the advent of the sea lamprey.

Lampreys are somewhat eel-like in appearance and are sometime. in­
correctly called "lamprey-eels". There are five species of lampreys in the
Great Lakes of which only one species, the sea lamprey. is of special interest.,
Adult sea lampreys feed almost entirely on the blood of'fish. As an adaptation
to this method of feeding. they have strong sucking mouths by which they
attach themselves securely to their prey. Through the combined action of
strategically placed teeth and of a corrosive oral secretion. a lamprey soon
seriously wounds the fish to which it is attached. then feeds on its blood.
Some fish survive a sea lamprey attack but many. probably most. die either
through loss of blood or because of subsequent Infection of the wo undo Thus
sea lampreys kill fish many times their own size. Since they use only the
blood, a small fraction of the total weight. the number of fish required per
lamprey is much greater than the number required by a predator which eats
all of its prey. Thus a comparatively small number of sea lampreys have a
,.urprlslnglygreateffect.

Sea lampreys are a widespread species, being native to both coasts of
the North Atlantic Ocean. During prehistoric times, a special group within
this species became adapted to freshwat~r life in Lake Ontario. Niagara Falls



prevented these freshwater adapted sea lampreys from reaching the other
Great Lakes until construction of the Weiland Canal opened an Invasion '?

route. Although they must have reached the lake earlier. the first con­
crete evidence of their presence In Lake Huron Is a 1937 report. Thera­
pldlty with which they then Increased In numbers and spread to all parts
of the lake was phenomenal. Although sea lampreys attack almost every
species of fish. they do not seem to have seriously affected the abundance
ofanyspeclesexceptlaketrouL Their effect on lake trout abundance has
been drastic.·

Until the advent of sea lampreys, lake trout were the most important
fish taken from the Canadian waters of Lake Huron. For half a century.
about 4 mlHlon pounds of lake trout had been produced annuaHy. Then, as
a result of lamprey predation. trout catches declined rapidly after 1936 to
less than a mlHlon pounds In 1945."" Catches declined further to virtually
nil1inrecentyears.

For most of the past century. annual production of whitefish has
generally been between one and two million pounds. A notable recent ex­
ception has been spectacular catches In Georgian Bay during the 1950's

;:~~~ were en tltely the results of an unusuaHy good hatch of whitefish In

During the past century. cisco catches have fluctuated considerably
around an average of about one million pounds per year without an over-all
trend to increase or decrease. There seems little doubt that catch has been
governed by demand rather than by supply.

Several other species have contributed in a small way to the fishery,
Including sturgeon. pike. pickerel. and perch. Smelt have been locally

i~;nt~i::l. since the 1930's, but there has been almost no commercial fishery

By 1870 fish were regUlarly shipped by steamboat from the Duck Islands.
Georgian Bay and the North Channel to wholesalers In Detroit. During the
next few decades, railways replaced steamboats for transportation, although
fish were In some cases moved considerable distances by water to the nearest
railway station. Since 1930. trucks which haul fish directly from the fisher­
men to the wholesaler have replaced rail transportation in some areas,
particularly for ports between Sarnla and Tobermory. Marketing methods
have developed about as on Lake Erie •

• Repeated attempts toflnd a carelatlon between the decllne in lake trout and faetas other than
lamprey predatioo have failed.

"The 1945 production was mainly In Geocglan Bay where sea lampreys hecameesrabllshedlater
thanlnthemalnbodyofthelake.



From early times", the Ojibways came from considerable distances
to Sault Ste, Marie In order to carry away. after smoking, whitefish which
they caught In the SI, Mary Rapids at the foot of Lake Superior. In the 19th
century It was quite common for two men In a canoe with dip nets only to
takeover 1000 pounds of whitefish per day.

From 1832 to 1842 small quantities of whitefish caught near Grand
Portage (now Fort William) were salted, packed In barrels, and .ent by boat
to Detroit. About 1860 a similar fishery operated In the general vicinity of
Rossport. Starting about 1885 most of the catch was sent to market as fresh
fish packed In Ice, and the newly built railway was used Increasingly for
shipping to market fish from the northern part of the lake. However, some
fish from the area were moved by boat to U.S. porlS as late as 1928. In re­
cent years the use oftruckshassteadllyincreased.

Prior to 1880 there had been a small fishery near Sault Ste. Marie for
local use. In 1882 U.S. capital financed a fishery In the Canadian waters
and, as a result, production Increased several fold In the nextdecad e. The
fish were landed at small communities which were established for the purpose
along the shore north of Sault Ste. Marie. about as far as Pancake Bay by
1885; later similar fishing communities developed Still further from Sault
Ste. Marie. Steamboats gathered the fish from these small communities and
brought It Into Sault Ste, Marie, where It was Iced, packed and forwarded by
lake freighter (later by rail) to Chicago and Detroit. The gradual develop­
ment of roads. In the past 30 years, particularly in the past decade, has re­
sulted In the fish being moved to Sault Ste. Marie by truck rather than by

:~~t~u~~t::Sc~::h~~ctahdae:It:eS:~sl~ ~;:.e ~sa~:~~y been packed at the fishing

Although some pound nets and other gear have been used, the fishery
has been mainly by glll nelS. A few larger fishing tugs have been used, but
most of the fishing over the years has been carried out from smaller vessels,
typicallysaillngvesselsuntliabout1915,slncethentypicallywooden-hulled,
gasol1ne-poweredboatswithoutnetlifters··, with a skipper and one helper or
even with one man alone; such vessels usually fished close to their home
port.

Lake trout was by far the most important species in the Canadian
waters of Lake Superior during the first half of this century. From 1895 to
1950 the annual catch averaged about 1. 5 million pounds and was never less
than one million pounds. As a result of sea lampreys. first reported in 1946,
lake trout catches declined steadily after 1950 from the long-term average to
3':\1 of that average by 1960. Because of massive, expensive plantings of
hatchery-reared young, the catch has since increased slightly to about B':\I of
the pre-lamprey level.

"Reported by Jesuits In 1640.

"Net pullers have been used Increasingly during the paSltwo decades.



Whitefish was the most Important species Initially. After 1900 It
became secondary.to lake trout and mainly caught Incidental to the lake
trout fishery, about one pound of whitefish for every five pounds of trout.
Since the advent of the sea lamprey, whitefish production has decreased.

Cisco production has been quite erratic, sometimes exceeding lake
trout In quantity, although always far less In total value. It seems Ilkely
that production has depended on demand rather than on supply, although
legal restrictions have also been a factor In Ilmltlng production.

Althoughcatchesofyellowplckerelhavegraduallylncreasedforthe
past century, production Is st!ll relatively small. Sturgeon was an Impor­
tant species for a shorr time In the late 1800's, but catches In this century
have been negllglble. No other species has been of Importance.

Although~lsallnklntheGreatLakeschaln.ltlsnot

usually regarded as one of the Great Lakes because of size. Canadlanpro·
duction has fluctuated only moderately around an average of slightly less
than one million pounds per year for almost a century, a substantial produc­
tlon when relative area (1/40 of Lake Superior) is considered. Itlsofhls­
torlcal Interest that the catch Included substantial quantities 0 flaketrout
and clscoes untll 1893, and of whitefish until 1920. The disappearance of
these cold-water species strongly suggests that the lake Is appreciably warmer
than 100 years ago. In recent years pickerel and carp have been the most 1m­
portantspecies, although several others are also taken.

Pound nets and seines have been the principal means of production.
Baited hooks have also made a significant contribution. Gill nets have not
been used. The fishing boats have of necessity been small and of shallow
draft. Marketing procedures developed much as In Lake Erie, although
strongly Influenced by the fact that all parts of the lake are close to Detroit,
a good market. An interesting recent development is a growing market for live
fish to stock privately owned ponds, mostly In the United States, where the
generalpubllcangleforafee.

Althoughtherewassomecommerclalflshlngon~asearly

as 1898, the flrstflshery of any consequence began In 1917. Gillnetshave
been the only fishing gear used. Fish tugs equipped with net pullers, but
decks not enclosed. were used from the first! only in recent years have tugs
with enclosed decks been used. The catch has been mainly whitefish and
lake trout. Picker""l and sturgeon have been of less importance, and a few
other specIes have also been taken.

Theearliestavailablerecordslndlcatethatlnl88S~

produced 70,000 pounds, mainly pickerel. Flke, and whitefish. Sturgeon.
muskellunge, black bass, and cisco were soon added to the list and over
100,000 pounds per year were produced for several decades. In 1922 com­
mercial fishing was drastically curralled by Jaw. and since 1930 the annual



catch has usually been less than 30,000 pounds. Gill nets were the principal

~:~:::. gear until 1908: since 1908 pound nets have been the only gear per-

In 1615 Champlain noted that the Hurons were fishing In Lake Simcoe.
Ojibways, who later moved Into the area, also fished the lake. Europeans
settled around the lake between 1820 and 1830 and soon were fishing, mainly
using methods learned from the Ojibways. A good deal of the catch was used
locally, but a commercial fishery to supply more distant m~rkeu also de­
veloped early In the last century. Fishing was carried out through the ice
as well as during the open water season. Spearing bas until very recently
been a standard means of production. Gill nets were used In increasing num­
bersuntll1885whenthelrusewasrestrlctedbylaw. By 1890 gill nets and
most other fishing gear were Illegal. and gill nets have not been an important
factor In the commercial flshery in this century. Seines were the Important
gear from 1910 to 1929, then seining diminished to nil by 1950. Fishing with
hooks has always been an Important part of the commercial fishery and In re­
cent years has been the only method used. It is not uncommon for one man to
catch for sale by angling 100 whitefish per day, elther through the Ice or during
openwaterflsh'ng.

Asaresultoflong-existinglegalrestrictions,productionhasnever
been great. Peak production, In 1895, was just over 300,000 pounds. The
commercial catch has included whitefish. lake trout, carp, cisco, black bass,
Sturgeon, pike, muskellunge, pickerel, and perch.

THE LARGE LAKES OF SOUTHERN MANIT08A

On the Great Lakes there Is very lillie commercial fishing between
freeze-upandbreak-up,butlntherestoflnlandCanadathewlnterflshlng
Season has from the beginning been an important part of the commercial fishery.
Most of the basic techniques of winter fishing were worked out on the large
lakes of southern Manitoba, particularly Lake Manitoba. The methods which
are described below are used throughout inland Canada. except on the Great
Lakes. Except as noted, methods have changed lillie since tbe 19th century.

Winter flsblng Is carried out by men standing on the Ice surface, boats
are not required. The first problem is to get a rope under the ice between
"basin boles" a net length (about 100 yards) apart. When the Ice Is only two
or three Inches thick," a small hole Is made with an axe and a long piece of
wood with rope attached is put under the ice and shoved smartly in the re'"
qulreddlrectlon. The piece of wood can easlly be seen through thin Ice and
a hole Is quickly made where It comes to rest and It Is again pushed In the re­
quired direction. Half a dozen holes may be required In a net length. When

• Before contact with Europeans. the Indians used essentially this method even for thIck ice. Prior
:a~~~s~lgger, commercia) fishermen used the same method, having adopted It from the Indians via the fur



the Ice Is thicker, by which time It Is usually snow covered, a more tedious
method is used. First, a basin hole about two feet In diameter must be
opened In the Ice, which is often two or three feet thick and late in the
season on some lakes as much as six feet thick. Until recently, basin holes
were chopped outby Ice chisels or by "needlebars"1 a needle bar is along
heavy iron bar which tapers toa sharp point at one end. Sinceabout19S0
there has been a growing tendency to open basin holes by mechanical mean.,'
mainly power-driven ice augers, although chain saws are also used in some
places. When the basin hole is finished and the Ice fragments scooped out
oflt. a "jigger" Is pushed under theicethroughtheholeandheadedlnthe
required direction. The ilgger· is essentially a wooden plank about six feet
long to which is attached a simple arrangement of iron levers, such that a
sharp pUll on the rope attached ro the lever system Is translated Into a thrust
against the under surface of the Ice, which propells the jigger away from the
man who provides the motive power. When the jigger has been propelled a
net length In the required direction by a succession of sharp pulls ,itlsre­
covered by digging a second basin hole.

Recovering the jigger provides a rope under the ice between twob asln
holes. This rope is used to pull the gill net under the Ice where ltlsusually
allowed to settle to the bottom of the lake. In some case$. floats are
put on the nets so that the top edge Is just below the Ice Formerly
there was risk that the net floats would freeze to the under of the
lee. In recent years the practice has been to use Inflated toy balloonsf or
floats -- they seldom freeze to the lee and when they do. a strong pull break.
them and a!lows the net to be pUlled free.

Inordertollftthenets,thebaslnhoJes, which have of course frozen
over, are reopened and both ends of the net are brought up. A rope Is
a ttached to one end and the net Is ~ ulled onto the lee through the other ba.ln
hole, thus a rope Is pUlled under the Ice for resetting the net. The fish must
be quickly untangled from the gill net before net and fish freeze too solldly.
They are frequently eviscerated immediately, although this onerous task Is
done later in a warm place if circumstances permit. Originally. all winter-
caught fish were allowed to freeze on the lee, left frozen In plies 0 ftenfor
weeks, and moved to market at leisure; this practice is still followed in many
places. About 40 years ago. Lake Manitoba fishermen. no doubt encouraged
by particularly good rall connections to their lake, began to take special
precautions to keep their fish from freezing in the sub-zero temperatures and
to ship them unfrozen to market; the unfrozen fish brought a higher price.
Fishermen on other lakes have gradually adopted this practice, particularly
during the past 15 years, and it is now usual to market winter-caught fish in
the unfrozen state where conditions permit.

• Although there areconfllcting claims, it would appear that the jigger was invented in 1898 by
John Gavin. a Lake of the Woods fisherman. Several fishermen from Lakes Manitoba and Winnipeg con­
triburedtodevelopmentofitspresentform; the last important modification was a noise-making device
inventedbyJ. V. JohnsonofGlmliin 1927 asa means of locating the jigger when In operation. Since
about 1920 jiggers have been standard equipment for winter fishing.



There have been some recent improvements which have eased the lot
of the winter fisherman, but the basic struggle with the elements remain.
almost unchanged. Winter fishing Is always carried out at below freezing
temperatures, generally below zero Fahrenheit, not uncommonly at 20 and
30 degrees below zero and sometimes at 40 degrees below. The wind has a
clear sweep for many miles over the flat Ice surface. The fisherman's hands
are wet all the time he Is fishing. Few Canadians win their dally bread more
painfully.

Commercial fishing started on Lake Manitoba In 1855, In which year
almost half a million pounds were taken by a winter fishery. With minor ex­
ceptlons(allbefore1910),lthasbeenentlrelyawlnterflsheryusIngglll
nets. In spite of Its early beginning, the fishery was relatively small until
after 1900. However, during the past 50 years annual production has been
substantial, particularly when the size of the lake Is considered. Originally
the fishery was primarily for whitefish, but by 1920 pickerel had become Its
mainstay. With the decline In cisco production In Lake Erie, production of
Lake Manitoba clscoes (tullibee) became for a time the second species In
terms of quantity produced, although not In value. Abour 1930 saugers,
which unt11 then had been scarce, became a commercial fish of increasing
Importance, and by 1940 sauger production approached that of pickerel. 8e­
tween 1940 and 1950 the catchofsaugers frequently exceeded that 0 fplckerel.
Since 1950sauger catches have declined and In recent years picker elhasagaln
been consistently the most Important species. Whitefish have been of minor
importance sine 1930, and rare in recent years. Cisco production in recent
decades has been sporadic, dependant on demand rather than supply. Perch
and pike have consistently been a minor part of the catch through the years.

Fish from Lake Winnipeg were an important Item In the diet of the
Indians, of fur traders and of European settlers whollve on or near the lake.
By 1872, If not earlier, some Lake Winnipeg fish were being sold In Winnipeg.
The first substantial commercial fishery began In 1882, when one sailboat
was used to bring fish regularly to Winnipeg for sale and produced a little
over 100,000 pounds. In 1884 the first steam-powered fishing tug (no doubt.
much like those on the Great Lakes at the time) was in use. In the same
year, for the first time, the amount of fIsh exported to the United States ex­
ceeded local sales. The number of fishing tugs and smaller boats Increased
rapidly, and ice houses and freezers were built. By 1887 annual production
was over 2 1/2 million pounds of which about 60% was exported to the U.S.A.
By 1893 there were 30 sailboats and 13 steam tugs In the fishery and the
annual catch was almost 4 million pounds.

For most of the history of the Lake Winnipeg fishery, gill nets have
beentheonlyflshlnggearused,lnfacttheonlygearthatcouldbelegally
used. Some seines and baited hooks were used In the early fishery and a
very limited use was made of pound nets; they were not fished after 1890.
A limited numher of Lake Erie-type trap nets have been fished since 1960.



The gUI nets used have been essentially the same as those desctlbed
for Lake Erle·1 however, the gill nets used In western lakes have bee ndeeper
on the average (I.e., with the net extending farther vertically) than those
used In the Great Lakes. Linen web was used until 1914, cottonlargelyre­
placed linen during the next decade. and nylon replaced cotton bet ween
1948 and 1950. Three distinct fishing seasons developed atan early date.

The summer fishery has been primarily for whitefish, and mainly In
the large northern basin of the lake. 8y 1900 there were a number of wooden­
hulled steam tugs displacing 10 to 25 tons from which gill nets were fished.
Net pUllers were not usedl the nets were pUlled by hand. Althoughthere
were In many cases bunks and messing facilities for a crew of about half a
dozen who lived ahoard for the fishing season. these tugs were not covered
In as were fish tugs on Lake Erie. Many two-masted, wooden·hulled, half-
deckedsaUboats aboutJO feet long wltha crew of three also were us ed.
Early each morning a tug would tow roughly a dozen sailboats to the fishing
grounds, then each sailboat and the tug would proceed to the gill nets which
Its crew had set the previous day. After pulling the nets. removing the fish,
and re-setting the nets, the sailboats would return to their home port on their
own if the wind was favorable, otherwise they would be towed In by the tug
at the end of the working day. In port (or perhaps on their boat while home­
ward bound) the fishermen would remove viscera and gills from their catch,
then sell them In bulk to the operator of the fish station. The operator
either packed the fish in Ice for forwarding fish or froze them at the
fishing port by a salt-Ice mixture. In either the fish were shipped

::::rt:e~.y freight-boat to the railway by which they were cartled to the final

Between 1920 and 1930, the saUboats were gradually replaced by
gasoline-propelled fishing boats. The practice of freezing fish atthe flshlng
ports declined at the same time, and on~y unfrozen fish have been shipped
for the past 30 years or more. The use of steam tugs was prohibited in 1934.

:~:~nSOinvCeeSS;hl:tc~::~~rable in size to the Great Lakes fishing tugs have been

The standard fishing vessel since about 1930 has been a wooden-hull ed
gasoline-powered boat about 40 to 45 feet long. with a beam of 10 to 12 feet,
maximum beam well forward, square stern and round bottom. A small deck­
house amidship was the only shelter provided. The usual crew was fouc"men

including the skipper. For many years nets were "walked in". a rather unique
method of pUlling by hand. The net was brought aboard over the port or star-
board bow, depending on wind direction. One man walked as far forward as
practical. grasped the net firmly and fadng the bow walked backwards for
about 15 feet. While he was still in motion, a second went forward. grasped
the net and began to walk backwards, and so on. The net came in steadily
and with a minimum of physical effort. Although the design has remained
basically unchanged since 1930, some steel hulls and diesel motors have

Alberta a~~:::::~e;:r;ir~~~:.to all gill nets used in northern OIu3r10 and in Manitoba. Saskatchewan.



appeared In recenr years. Small ner pUllers have also been Installed within
rhe past decade on most of the boats. Methods of handIlng the catch have
virtually remained unchanged since 1900 or earlier, except that salt-and­
lee freezing is no longer used.

SInce early In the century, therehasbeenadistinctfallfIshing
'season after the summer whitefish season and before freeze-up, primarily
for species other than whItefIsh and In areas peripheral to the tr aditional
whItefish fIshing grounds. By custom and usually by law, the only fishing
boats used have been sklffs about 20 feet long. Although the size of thIs
fIshery has increased greatly in the past 50 years. methods have remaIned
essentially unchanged since the begInning of the century. Contrary to prac­
tice in most Canadian lakes, extra corl(s are often put on gill nets so that
they float with the top edge at the surface; alternatIvely. a crude method

;~~::~l:d~:tl? ~::wUeS:ni:U:f;::~l0:°:;( :::~te~e~~er~lt~kSi~;S t~:; b::e~ ~etv:~Ch
of a number of small fishing stations where the fish, after being eviscerated,
are bought by the sration operator from the fishermen, then packed In Ice
for movement to market. About half the catch now leaves the fishing station
by freight boats and about half by truck; originally. almosr all fish from the
fall fIshery sralled its journey to market on a freight noat.

Although there has been some winter commercial fishIng on Lake
Winnipeg for almosr a century. it was a comparatively limited fishery until
after 1910. Introduction of the jigger. improved transportation and increased
demand have led to a considerable expansion since that time. Until about
1930 mosr wInter fIshIng was by men who stayed in isolated camps for the
winter. Their catch was allowed to freeze, and was kept frozen on the lake
often for months until it could be conveniently moved to the raIlway by
horse-drawn sleIgh. Between 1930 and 1950 mechanical vehicles replaced
horses as a means of bringing fish off the ice. As a result of quicker trans-
portatIon. a large part of the winter catch from La!<e WInnipeg Is now kept
unfrozen, and many of the fishermen go to the fIshIng grounds dally from
their homes rather than living in camps. The winter fishery is and has been
largely for species other than whitefish and mainly on the periphery of the
tradItional whitefIsh fishIng grounds.

Over the past eighty years average annual production of whitefish has
been roughly 3 mIllion pounds; productIon during the past decade has been
conSistently less than average. Picl<erel was :I. relatively unimportant species
until about 1900. then production increased markedly for two decades, and
after 1930 it exceeded w hi tefish prod uc tion. Pickerel has usua lly been t.~e

most important species in recent decades. During the past 30 years saugers
have become an increasingly important part of the catch, sometimes greater
thanpickerel. Earlier, slurgeon were taken in substantial quantities, but
catch has been negligible in recenr decades. Foraboutadecadeafter1925.
gold eye were an important product of Lake Winnipeg. but the catch has been
negligible for the last 30 years. Ciscoes have formed a minor but consistent
part of the catch; production has probably been governed by demand rather
than by supply. At least 10 other species have had a minor place in the
fishery, including burbot, a useless fish in most areas, which in recent
years has been produced in substantial quantities for sale to fur farmers.



Lake Winnipegosis

There was a limited commercial fishery on Lake Winnipegosis by
1890. The fishery expanded rapidly after 1897 when the railway reached
the lake. One tug and 63 other boats were soon fishing during the open
water season, and a sizeable winter fishery quickly developed. In 1906
open water fishing was prohlbltedl among the reasons given for the prohibi­
tion was that the fishermen were paid only 2¢ per pound for summer-caught
fish, compared with 5¢ per pound for winter-caught fish. In 1922 fishing
during the open water season was again permitted, and a fishery with tech­
niques and equipment much like those used In the Lake Winnipeg whitefish
fishery soon developed and stili continues. Relatively more of the total
catch has been and Is taken during the winter season than on Lake Winnipeg.

The fishery was originally primarily for whitefish. However, whitefish
catches havesreadlly declined since about 1930. Pickerel have always been
Important In the fishery and have become the principal speeles during the
last three decades. Forafewyearsabout30yearsago,subsrantlalquantltles
of gOldeye were produced I In recent years catches have been relatively small.
Suckers, pike, sauger, and perch have been marketed In moderate quantities.

GREAT SLAVE LAKE

Unlike every other major freshwater commercial fishery, the Great
Slave Lake fishery Is unique In that Its history Is short and wellrecorde d.

Until two decades ago, the lack of suitable transportatlonpreven ted
the development of a commercial fishery. Mcinnes Products Corporation
(M. P. C.) was able to overcome this problem by unusual methods. A complete
fish processing plant, mounted on several barges, was floated down the Slave
River and established In a well sheltered natural harbour on Devll's Channel
near Gros Cap. The fish caught were Immediately filleted and frozen. The
frozen fish were later moved in refrigerated barges to Waterways, Alberta,
from which they shipped by rail to their final destination.

Commercial fishing began on Great Slave Lake on July 29, 1945.
Because of its unique solutIon to the transportation problem, M.P.C. was
Initially the only fish buyer on the lake, and fishing was at first mainly con­
fined to the fishing grounds near Gros Cap.

The Mackenzie Highway, which connects the settlement of Hay River
with the road network of Alberta, was opened to normal traffic In August
1948. Even before the road was open to normal traffic, it was possible to use
It In winter and some were shipped over It In January 1947. By 1949, 12
small fish companies had set up facilities at Hay River settlement to buy
fish. to pack them In ice. and to ship them unfrozen over the new road.
Since that time the number of companies has gradually diminished to four,
each of which has grown. M.P.C. have not produced fish from the lake
since 1960.



Por the two decades of Its history, there have been two distinct
f"hlng sellons on Gteat Slave Lake. During the wlntet .ellon, the winter
fI.hlng techniques de.crlbed above have been used. Aspeclalcon.lderatlon
hll been the extremely shott period of daylight In winter, and the consl.­
tently low temperature. which eventually make the Ice cover five feet
thick or mote.

Outing the summer season boats are used. The first fishing boats
were2Sfeetlong,gasollne-poweredwlthwoodenhull,carrylngcrewsof
two. They were originally built for use on smaller lakes, and were too
small for safe and efficient operation on Great Slave Lake. During the In­
flux of new f1.hetmen and fish companies which followed completion of the
Mackenzie Highway, a remarkable mixture of fishing boats were brought In
from various places In western Canada. More recently, the hodge'podge hll
disappeared, and most of the large fishing boats seen In recent years have
heen about 40 feet long with small deckhouses amldshlp. and with crews of
three or four. The nets were often "walked In" as on Lake Winnipeg. During
the past ten years there has been a steady change-over from wooden to steel
hulls and from gasoline to diesel motors. Also recently, many of the boats
have been equipped with net pullers and echo sounders. However. there has
also been a tendency In the past ten years to develop one-man fishing boats,
a 20-ft skiff with outboard motor.

The only fishing gear used has been gill nets. The first fllhermen
used nets with quite heavy cotton twine In the web. The fishermen who
came later used a finer twine, also of cotton. A few nylon gill nets were
used for the first time In 1950. By 1952 all the "new" fishermen were using
nylon only. but most of the M.P.C. fishermen continued to use cotton nets
at least as late as 1954, making them perhaps the last sizeable group of In­
land commercial fishermen In Canada to retain the less efficient gear.

The rapid Influx of fishermen which followed the opening of the
Mackenzie Highway resulted In a production of over 9 million pounds of fish
In 1949. Then. as exaggerated preconceptions of the fish bonanza dissipated,
the number of fishermen declined. Because less fishing was done and because
catch per net decreased moderately (an expected and Inevitable result of
fishing). the lake has never since produced as much as In 1949. It has also
produced much less than the s"stalnable annual crop of fish which could be
harvested because, at the prices that have been paid for fish on the lake, It
has so far only been profitable to take that part of the fish crop whlc hcould
be harvested most economically.

The catch has consisted mainly (90 to 95%) of whitefish and trout.
lnconnu, although of minor importance. are of interest because they are not

~~::Ut:~~nc.ommerclallYIn any other Canadian lake. Pike and pickerel are



SMALL AND/OR REMOTE LAKES

Although the Great Lakes, the three large lakes of southern Manitoba
and Great Slave Lake together provide the llon'sshare of the Cana dian
freshwater commercial production, a substantial part, particularly of hlgh­
priced lake trout and whitefish, come from several hundred other lakes.
mainly In the Prairie Provinces. They range In size from lakes hardly
bigger than ponds to Lake Athabasca and Reindeer Lake, each of which are
larger than Lake Manitoba. Total annual catches have ranged from less
than 1000 pounds to more than 2.5 million pounds per year. Sustainable
annual yield varies from less than half a pound per acre to more than 30
pounds per acre. Each lake differs from every other lake In physical, chemi­
cal, and biological characteristics.

But all are either relatively small, or relatively remote, and many
are both. In spite of their differences, the fisheries of these lakes have
much in common. and it is logical to group them for purposes of discussion.

Prairie Provinces

Commercial fishing began about 1885 In a chain of small lakes In the
Qu'Appelle Valley, also In Last Mountain Lake. It Is no coincidence that It
developed Immediately after the railway and settlers reached the Qu'Appelle
Valley.

As the railway network spread and as the land was settled, more and
more lakes were fished commercially. There were substantial fisheries on
Some of the smaller lakes In southern Manitoba by 1887. Commercial fishing
began In several lakes near Prlnce Alberr In 1888, althoughrheflsherywas
of llttle consequence until 1900. By 1892 there was a commercial fishery
on some of the small lakes near Edmonron. and by 1893 fish were being pro­
duced from several lakes in the vicinity of North Battleford, also from Lac
la Blche and neighbouring lakes. Shorrlyafter 1900 fishing began on several
lakes near The Pas, Including Cedar and Cumberland Lakes. Commercial

~~Seh~:~t~:~:nla°knesL~~s~rasS::tvceh;:~::~~u~ I~heerr'aa,m:s t:a~e~or:~ :s9 ~~ t~t:sdte0: 50

(or 56 0 in some cases). had been fished commercially for at least one season,
and a majority still were fished. By 1920 lakes as much as 100 miles north
or northwest and 200 miles northeast of The Pas were fished commercially.
Commercial fishing began In Lake Athabasca In 1920, was soon discontinued
and resumed on a more permanent basis in 1926. As transportation improved,
particularly after caterpillar tractors and aircraft came into common use,
the area within which there was commercial fishing extended even farther.
By 1950 lakes were being fished even In the most northerly parlS of rhe

~:satirsii:::Ot~i:tC;::n:.nd intervening lakes have been steadily added to the

Meanwhile, in many of the lakes in the farmlands area commercial
fishing has been restricted or prohibited during the past half century. On



the other hand, the construction of reservoirs In southern Alberta has In
recent years created some very productive commercial fishing waters.

The fishing gear has been, almost without exception. gill nets.
Initially, most of the lakes were fished In winter using the techniques des­
cribed for the large Manitoba lakes. Below freezing weather, which nor­
mally prevails during the winter season. was the factor which originally made
It practical to fish the more remote lakes. The fish were allowed to freeze
and were kept on the lake until it was convenient to move them. Frozen
lakes. ponds and muskeg plus snow In the wooded areas made It possible to
move frozen fish where roads in the usual sense did not exist. for many
years Winter-caught fish were hauled by horse and sleigh from the lakes to
the nearest railway: dog sleds were sometimes used for short hauls. When
trucks became available, they were used where circumstances permitted.
After 1930 caterpillar tractors, each pUlling several sleighs, were used In­
creasinglYI in some places farm tractors were used in the same way on shoct
hauls. Between 1946 and 1960, snowmobiles largely replaced caterpillar
tractors for moving fish overland. Aircraft have played a minor but Increasing
part since about 1930. During the past twenty years, particularly during the
past decade, there has been a growing tendency to keep the fish unfrozen

:;odv:Ot::c;:ew~~:mc:~~:~:~n~~market rather than to let them freeze and then

Open water commercial fishing was originally confined almost entirely
toJakesthatwereclosesttoraliways;theellglblelakeshavegradually In­
creased in number as the railway network developed. particularly when new
llnes were laid north of the farmlands. Since about 1920, new roads have
also had the same effect whenever they were built. During the past decade,
air transportation has made it possible to fish some of the more remote lakes
during the open water season.

The original fishery was on relatively small lakes, so canoes and row­
boats sufficed for open water fishing. Sailboats were used for a short time
on Lesser Slave Lake. but were replaced by gaso}ine-powered boau shortly
after 1920, sailboats were not used elsewhere. The fishing boats used since
1.920 have"" varied greatly in size and other characteristics, but in general
they have been either wooden-hulled boats roughly 30 feet long poweredby
Inbotrlt g .. ollne motors. or skiffs roughly 20 feet long with outboard motors,
or freJ1\hJer canoes with outboards. There has been nothing comparable to
the f~shing tugs of the Great Lakes. Mechanical net pullers have only been
used ~urlng the past decade and then only to a llmlted extent.

Whitefish have constituted the bulk of the catch. Lake trout. pickerel,
an4 pike have also been Important species. Sturgeon and goldeye. because of
the··~lgh price per pound, have been Important In some areas. Cisco produc­
tiop hots been substantial on occasion; it could be increased tremendously if
there Witt a demand commensurate with supply. Ouffalo have recently become
o~ 100, imp.ortance in some of the more southerly prairie lakes. Several
other spec.le"l pave also been taken.



An unusual fishery has recently developed on Little Lake Manitou,
near Watrous, Saskatchewan. The lake, which has no outlet. is more salty
than the ocean and freshwater fish will not survive in it. However, ltpro'"
duces a heavy crop of 1/4-lnch-Iong crustaceans known as brine shrimp.
In recent years about a dozen outboard-powered, two-man boats have fished
brine shrimp using small tow nelS. The catch has averaged close to one
hundred thousand pounds per year. lt Is processed In Watrous and sold as
aquarium fish food. mainly in New York.

Northern Ontario

There was a commercial fishery on Lake of rhe Woods and on Rainy
Lake in 1893, probably earlier. For some time the fishery on these lakes,
and in other waters which form the international boundary west of Lake
Superior, was the only one in northern Ontario. Commercial fishing licenses
for Lac des Mllles Lacs and for Whitefish Lake were issued in 1908. In 1916
legal restrictions were relaxed and fishing began immediately on several
other lakes. There has been a steady Increase in the number of lakes fished
during subsequent decades. Most of them have been comparatively small and
the bulk of the production has been from a few of the larger lakeS! Lake of
the Woods. Rainy, Seul, St. Joseph. Temiskaming. and Abitibi.

Gill nets have been the most commonly used gear. Although the winter
fishing methods developed in Manitoba have been used in many cases. most
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Pound nets were first used on Lake of the Woods in 1893, and a few were used
conSistently there and in some other northern Ontario lakes until about 1950,
then there was a change to trap nets and the number of trap nets now used ex'"

~~:od~::~ :~~b;~ :\~;~;:dn:::e:St~d before 1950. Hoop nets and seines have

In the early history of many of the lakes. sturgeon was an important,
often the most important, species, but In each lake sturgeon became scarce
soon after fishing started. Since about 1900 whitefish have been consistently
the most valuable species, with pickerel a close second. Considerable quan­
tities of pike have also been caught. Lake troUt have been a minor species.
In recent years goldeye have been produced from a few lakes. Several low
priced species have collectively formed a substantial part of the catch through
the years.

Tens of thousands, sometimes hundreds of thousands, of pound of fish
have been taken annually from the lakes and rivers of the Yukon Territories
since 1898. However, almost all of it has been consumed within the Yukon
Territories. The important species have been whitefish, lake trout, and
clsco, and gill nets have been the usual gear. Limited quantities of spring
and chum salmon and other species have been caught inthe Yukon River near
Dawson, mainly by "fish wheels", a unique type of fishing gear, essentially
a current-driven paddle wheel with a few dipnet-likeprojectionsw hlchdlp
into the water dUring each rotation and scoop up any fish encounter ed.



Northwest Territories

In the early days of the Great Slave Lake commercial fishery.
several fishermen Illegally fished adjacent lakes and marketed their catch
as Great Slave fish. There were also abortive attempts to fish Kakisa Lake
In 1947 and Neultln Lake about 1949. The first substantial commercial
flshety In the Northwest Territories, exclusive of Great Slave Lake, wason
Kakisa Lake starting In 1953. In 1954 three additional lakes near Great
Slave were fished plus a fourth In 1955. There was no further expansion
until 1960, when eight lakes near Great Slave were fished. Since 1960 the
number of lakes fished by men based at Hay River has steadily Increased, the
furthest being 300 miles away. Within the past five years a limited fishery
based on Lynn Lake, Manitoba, has developed In a few lakes north of
Manitoba and of eastern Saskatchewan.

The gear used has been gill nets. The fishery has been mainly through
the Ice, buta substantial part has been carried out during the open water
'eason from skiffs with outboards and canoes. The fish have been moved mainly
by snowmobile In the case of lakes near Great Slave, or by air in the case of
more remote lakes. Because of a new road, fish have been trucked from
Kakisa Lake for several years.

Most of the lakes have produced mainly whitefish and lake trout.
Kakisa and Tathllna Lakes have produced mainly pickerel. The production
from all the lakes combined has been small compared with Great Slave Lake.





A first draft of the foregoing history was sent to a number of know­
ledgeable people for comment, and many of their comments have been In­
corpora ted In the final text. In addition, specific enquiries were directed
to several Individuals whose answers have been very useful. Thosewho
materially aided In either way were: R. G. Bailey, M. I. Brubacher,
I. W. Cooper. L. E. Crewe. K. H. Doan, G. L. Grant, R. P. Johnson,
J. H. Martin, I. M. Paetz, C. C. Parker. G. Powell, W. S. Rankin,
A. G. Ryder, and W. H. R. Werner.

A number of the replies to enquiries contained Information which
might be useful to Someone writing a more detailed history, although not
used In this one. Pertinent excerpts follow.

Mr. L. E. Crewe, Retired Pound-net Fisherman
Lake Erie. 1904-1956

The sturgeon were taken In quantity along the sand beaches from
Wheatley 'to Lemlngton but the real harvest was on the sand bars; of which
there were many, before the sandsuckers drew them away. between the end
ofPolntpeleeandtheburnedoutllghthouse, known locally as the "old
dummy". In June and July, the sturgeon were often seen In pairs, fro'"
~luC~II:~.in the waves. breaking on the beach, between Point Pelee and Pont

Swinging the leaders on buoys and anchors, was first tried midway be­
tween Colchester and Amherstburg about 1916 and very slowly spread east­
ward. Because of the heavy summer currents they were rarely used east of
Erleau. The first woods used for pound stakes were: White Oak. Hard Maple,
Black and White Ash, some Locust, and very rarely some Hickory. Their
maximum lengths would be about 46 feet.

Ills my opinion the pound net started before 1850 on the south shore.
I remember my father looked this up when the North Shore Trail Association
(Tourist) was formed. He found OUt the first pound net on the North Shore
was Introduced by a man oamed Julian, at the West Mouth of Two Creeks.
My memory says It was 1852. but It certainly was not later than 1856. The
next year a man by the name of McLean set two nets JUSl West of Midsly
Creek, while the same year, in the Easterly end, a man by the name of
Hoover set a pound net at Lowbanks. The fourth generation of McLean"s
still have extensive fishing Interests at Wheatley, while the 3rd generation
of Hoover left the fishing profession at Nanticoke about 1958.

There was never a concentration of pound nets on Pelee Island. Owing
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to the .carcity of driving bottom due to the outcropping of limestone,
where pOlllble they set their nell not far from the beach and had two pro­
lific .eason. each year. During the summer months It was white ball,
and during the,late fall It was whitefish.

Until Hiram Walker's Detroit River and Lakeshore Railway· went
through to SI. Thomas, it reached Wheatley in 1892, the fish were picked
up in boall operated by American Companies. One of rhe most prominent
of the.e was the Post Fish Co. of Sandusky. Post also got control of some
fisheries on Pelee Island, both sides of Point Pelee and for about 12 miles'
west of Rondeau Harbour. He had very competent men operating these
fisheries and they held the licenses, because Post himself was an American
citizen and was not eligible. He had two good freight boats, the City of
Dresden In Erleau and the Louise In Sandusky. They left early each morning,
picking up fish until they met, generally on the east side of Point Pelee.
Finding some shelter around the Point among the Islands, the Dresden's
cargo was transferred to the Louise. The Dresd.t:" returned to [rieau and the
Louise proceeded to the packing room and wareli<>us.e in Sandusky.

Thi. combination was broken up about 1910, when Post's managers
conspired against him. They kept the licenses, appropriated the grounds,
but had to buy the boats, bUildings and eqUipment.

Until about 1906 or 1907, the independent fisheries west of Port
Stanley generally contracted their fish to one of the Detroit wholesalers,
either by,the season or for the year. The telephone began to come along
the shore about 1905 and contracting soon became outdated. About 1907,
Peck Slip, the freshwater market in New York City, became a steady buyer
and greatly boosted the economic ptogress of the fisheries.

I have mentioned the seasonal featu.e of the early pound nets. The
fishermen really only fished for the herring or cisco which was in much de­
mand as smokers. Of course the other species were taken and during the
Jewish holidays In the autumn were much appreciated, yet they were inci­
dental. The nets were set with the bottom of the tunnel beginning at the
middle of the crib and continuing 8 feet upward. The nets were rarely set
in more than 35 feet of water.

The summer herring run began when the mayflies appeared about June
15 and continued until about July 10 when tbeflies largely dlsappea red.
During that time the catches were fantastic and I have personally helped
load a small tug from Ohio with 13.tons of herring from 2 pound nets.
There was a smaller run In the fall, when they came In to spawn about
tbe same time the whitefish were spawning. About 1915 the herring runs
began to decline, but no one was alarmed until 1917 when the catcb
averaged 15,000 lbs of herring per net. Bytbe end of 1919 the herring
catch In the pound nets was a failure and by 1924 the catch averaged abo ut
50 lbs per net, p'er annum.

LarerPereMarquette, now Chespeake and Ohio.



Nylon and other.ynthetlc fibre. began tohe u.ed In gill nets about
1946 and In 4 years had almost ousted cotton. The pound nets followed
about 10 years behind In their general acceptance. At first the pound net
fishermen attem~ted to u.e the white nylon without tarring but a gllling
problem developed. Now the nets are heavily dyed.

The sailing pound net boats had a .hort .heer In the bow, the full beam
coming qUickly and carried well aft. The boats were 22 to 28 feet long and
had two cross thwarts to which the masts were attached. The bow thwart
would beat the end of the.heer, about 5 feet and the stern thwart In about
8 feet. In the top of the thwarts and nearly meeting In the waist, around
the .Ide., Just under the gunwale and tied to the rib., were from the bow,
two knee and from the stern two shoulder planks. Between the thwarts, In the
middle of the waist, the centreboard was hung on a pin In the forward end
with about a four foot movable chain aft. This centreboard could be raised
or lowered to the necessary depth. according to the dlrection of th ewlnd,
the force of the current and the requirement of the sailing tack. The masts,
bedded In the centre keelson, were only shipped In the .ummer for oiling and

~:I::~~~'ar8:. making long tacks the helmsman could do a good job of working

The first powered pound net boat was built by Ned Lamarsh, a great
uncle of Judy Lamarsh, In 1903 and was used at Yellow Creek, 3 miles east
of Wheatley, and was quickly followed.by other fisheries. 6y 1906 combus­
tion engines were the rule, though some fishermen for a few years carried
a foresail for emergencies.

While I do not know when the gill-net puller was first used on the
North Shore, I do know toe steam tugs were u.lng them by 1904. By that
time the glJl-net industry was beginning to develop rapidly from Port
Stanley, east. The west end came along much more slowly. By 1911 there
were two tug. In Erieau, the Thistle owned by Post Fish Co. and the Mable D
owned by Sedge and Story•.In Klngsvl1le there was the Arladne owned by
Wright and Westcott, the Endress by Pastorius, and the Alva Why Art Brown.
Also on Pelee Island about this time was a large new tug owned hy Al Henning,
who.ub.equentlylocatedinPortBurwelJ.

Trap nets were first allowed on the North Shore in the fall of 1950,
one to a license to try them out. In 1951 either a pound net or a trap net
could be fished. Therewasgreatactivltychangingoverduringthlsyear.

: :;i:~e end of 1952, there were very few pound-net fisheries left in Lake

Until about 1926. pound nets were the predominate gear, on the North
Shore from Port Stanley. West. There was by this time a heavy concentra­
tion of gill-net tug. In Port Stanley and Port Dover and to a .lIghtly lesser
extent in Port.Burwell and Dunnville. The pound nets were supposed [0 be
protected by regUlation governing gill nets. The large tugs could fish
30,000 yards for which they paid $250.00 per annum, but they had to stay
out ten miles fr'om the shoreline in Kent and Essex. From the eastern boundary
of Kent, they could come within 5 miles of the shore. There was lesser yardage



for ,mailer boats, costing less and less restrIcted as to distance. During
1917-18 tberewas a general relaxation of Regulations and they wer enever
again so strIctly enforced. While the large gill-net licenses had gradually
gone down from $250.00 to $100.00, the $50.00 fee for each pound net

~::~I.nued tlll abo,ut 1951, when a gradual reducing trend was applied to

Mr. George Powell. Teacher,
Registered for M.A. at U. W. O.

Thesis on History of Fishing, Lake Erie

AccordIng to an old nautical charr map of north shore of Lake ErIe
made by Capt. Alexander McNelllodge In 1848, there was only one fishery
of any size located on the norrh shore -- Cross Fishery between Parr Rowan
and Port Dover. 1 would not attest to the accuracy of.this since islands
like Pelee were naturally too small on the chart to carry much detalled In­
formation. Also the map did not extend far enough west to Include Islands
like Bob-Io(801s Blanc) Island.

Bettetharbour facllities which encouraged larger boats was one rea son
for concenttatlon of glll nets for Erleau eastward. But after WWI gill netting
had made Inroads at Klngsvllle.

The sturgeons were plentiful In Lake Erie In the late 19th and early
20th ce'1tury. Some of rhese fish were 6' or 7' long. Until a market was
developed for them, they were trucked away and burled In fields for fer­
tilizer. Tbe Ellison Compaoy was one of the first large fish companies on
the North Shore located In Port Stanley. One old timer I have talked wltb
remembers some shippers charging to take passengers to cw,atch sturgeon being
barvested and brought aboard. Sometimes they would bave to be bit over tbe
bead with baseball bats to stun them. He also remembers John ElIlson taking
the caviar, for which a sizeable market also developed, puttiog It In gal­
vanlzedtubs, washlngitdownwlthahoseandsaltlnglt. Finally It was
sblpped to New York in lard pails at about $1.00 per lb.

Sturgeons were the flrstfish to disappear. By the end of the war Lake
Erie entered what some old timers have called "the herring days .... In the
fall of these years some reports say that the spawn was so thick on the docks
one could slip and falL The Federal Government and fishermen co-operated
to put It back In the lake. Just after the war. In the fall of these years.
lifts of herring would commonly exceed 15 tons per tug. In the Port Stanley
area (and this was tbe trend along the whole Norrb Shore) the number of tugs
Increased from a handful to 23 from 1910-191B.

Charles WlIson of the Wilson and Loder Fish Co. recalls that In tbese
years the East Side Fish Co. pUlled In the largest catch of lake herring ever



caught on one tug, 16,0651hs. Also during these years about 150 tons per
day was brought Into 5tanley, Iced and shipped In the round to New York
by rail. All the major fish companies would have buyers In Port Stanley
to compete for £I.h.

By 1924 the flshlnglnduSlryontheNorthShorewaslna depressed
state. Despite the fact that there wete tons of fish In the lake, mechanical
refrigeration had not been introduced and fishermen were unable to get
quality fish to the consumer. Mechanical refrigeration In any Industry did
not begin to move until 1934-38.

After the war fishermen began to move away from the railroad as a
means of getting their fish to market. Fish ran the risk of thawing and be­
coming refrozen several times, before they got to their final destination.
Thus most fishermen found that trucking to a major port where some fish
remained and others resumed their voyage by lake freighter was much more
economical. The problem of gelling good quality fish to the consumer was
a very real one during thisperiodandstil11s today. However, there was
certainly a greater danger of fish going sour before mechanical refrigeration
than today.

Leonard Omstead Sr. of Omstead's in Wheatley tells me that to his
knowledge he was the first on the North Shore to allempt to "fillet" fish

::t:~~do~;l~;ttnll~~:'vel~~~:~I~~3~~s based on an operation he had seen at a

Nevertheless, the fishery on the North Shore remained weak until
about 1942 when It received a shot In the arm by the war. Up to this time
refrigeration had not made significant Inroads because nobody could afford
to purchase the equipment. Thus It is a great tragedy that when fish In Lake
:~l:t.were most abundant the fishery as a whole was unable to take advantage

During the war more people were forced to switch their diet to fish
whether they liked them or nolo

Another problem In the marketing of fish -- the low price paid to the
fisherman for his catch. One of the reasons for this, claims Leonard Omstead
Sr., Is that there has never been an emphasis on quality fish, e.g. the gill
net process. Often the fish have been in the nelS for days and since they
aregilled they usually die and are thus brought In In an already "sour "
state. He feels that the pound net Is $lill the be$l method for producing
quality fish. Nevertheless,despitetheno$lalgla, the pound net will never
return. The last pound net was pulled from the western end of Lake Erie in
August of 1965.

About 1950 a Government organizer. Brian Marr, began gelling fisher­
men interested in Co-ops. and a Co-op movement came into existence in an
effort to get the fisherman a beller price for his product by processing and
marketing In a co-operative manner. For several reasons the most signifi­
cant of which was poor management the Co-op movement failed.



Today tbe remaining processors are attempting to diversify as'well
as become more vertical In tbelr operations. For example, Omsteads cook
and freeze fillets and tben carry tbem to markets as far away as California
In tbelr own refrigerated transport. Omstead too bas bad more success wltb
diversification, cooking and freezing vegetables for tbe H. 1. Heinz Co. Ltd.
Kolbe In Port Dover, bowever, found tbat flsb processing and tbe poultry
business were Incompatible,

Mr. 1. H. Martin, Tecbnlclan, F.R.B.C.
Son of Cecil Martin, Fisberman

Re Lake Erie, Port Dover

Tbe first boat to be closed in was tbe Racy, operated by 11m Lowe.
Sbe was built approximately 60 years ago and was made of Iron. Sbe's still
In operation as a tow tug in Owen Sound. Ner pullers bave been in operation
for more tban;60 years.

Mr. W. S. Rankin - Commercial Fisherman and
Pre-sident of Eastern Lake Ontario Fisberles Association

I do not know mucb of tbe western end of Lake Ontario except tbat tbe
flsbery vanisbed about end of WW2. Mr. Nelson Anderson, Port Credit. a
past commercial fisherman, may be able to help you on this matter.

The boats have changed from wood to steel hulls with net pullers etc.,
but we have found the type of craft now in use are the best for most pur­
poses. Whitefish are sold cheaply in the round direct to the markets, carp
are dressed, bullheads are sold alive and dressed, are sold to the
packers who in turn fillet and package. eels are they come out of
the water, ciscoes are marketed both round and Species such as

::C::::f:rS::n St~:fi;:~e~.hite bass, pike and yellows are all marketed as they

I would like to state tbat tbe early fisbing was nearly all done byse ines,
gill nets bad to be made by band and very little of rbis type was used. I
cannotgiveyoutheexactdatesbutitwasbeforetheturnofthecentury.
Wbitefisb were seined and put in barrels and sold for about $1.00 a barrel.

Huge catches were made and at times no market was available, so they

~::ew:~;no:t~:~ wagon load on the land for fertilizer. This happened not



The seines not only caught vast quantities, but they also killed untold
numbers of fish which were not landed. Sand would ger In their gills and
kill them. Mr. Clayton Hyatt, who Is stlllllving at the age of 98, helped
seine when he "as a youth. He has told me that the next day after a big
haUl, the water looked as If Ice was floating allover It because of the dead
whitefish. This would be in May and June.

The seines completely cleaned the fish out of Lake Ontario. There was
a closed season and trout and whitefish came back In goodly quantities. With
:~~n~~llution which we have now there has more recently been a serious de"

You mayor may not know about the Atlantic salmon. They were very
plentiful a long time in Lake Onrario. Mr. Hyatt told me about theml also
I learned that they were seined in quantities around Kingston, Wolfe Island
and other localities. Apparently they would come up with the river to Lake
Ontario and spawn In the spring."

]. W. Cooper, Manager of Netting Division,
John Leckie Limited

Originally, netting for Gill Nets was cotton and linen. the cotton was
used for perch, blue pickerel, chub and some whitefish nets. Most white-
fish nets and trout nets were linen. Lake Erie used mostly 80/6 cord cotton.
31/16" stretch mesh for perch. This gradually went down to 23/4" mesh
and then 2 9/16. Chub nets were 80/6 cord and 90/6 cord 2 1/2" mesh.
Cotton whitefish netting was 70/6 and 60/6 cord 4 1/2" mesh on Lake Ontario,
Georgian 8ay. Lake Huron and Lake Superior. Linen whitefish and trout nets
In Georgian Bay were mostly 50/3 cord 4 1/2" mesh by 18 meshes deep. Trout
nets on Lake Superior were 6 1/2", 63/4" and 7" mesh In 18/3 linen. Lake
Erie used very fine linen for whitefish such as 50/2 cord and some 70/3 cord.

About 1947, nylon was first Introduced In Winnipeg and later spread to
Ontario about mid 1949. At that time. nylon appeared to produce from 3 to
5 times as much as linen. It took about 2 years before we had equipment to
set the knots properly. About 1953. the West Coast started using nylon double
knot gill nets, and here again. production was reported to be 3 to 5 times
greater than linen.

"The usual opinion Is that the form of Atlantic salmon found In Lake Ontario was a landlocked
fcrm like the Ouananiche<r Sebago salmon. notamarinefcrm.



Mr. C. C. Parker, F.R. B. Technician.
Main Informant - J. Kin:) whose grandfather

fished at Bowman Island (Lake Superior) In IB65

Re Western Lake Superior

The flshery started about 1860 at Bowman Island (south side St. Ignace
Islands) and MacKays Landing - Rossport.

Lake trout and whitefish were salted and taken east, probably to Sault
Ste. Marie, by steam freighter. Even after the rallroad came through In
1885 the fish were transported by steam ships to Duluth and Grand Marais
~;s~.l about 1928. The Booth FIsh Co. was most active In the freighting of

The Nipigon Bay fishery started about 1902 when the Nipigon Bay Fish
Co. was formed at Rossport. This independent company shipped most of
thelrflshbyralI.

Pound nets were flrstused about 1890 and then had over 20 set at one
time between Thunder Bay and Nipigon Straits.

Lake trout was the primary species that was fished with whitefish a
close second. Theherringflshery, as such. was not started untlll885 in
Thunder Bay.

introd~:~l~~g boats were used to fish untll 1915 when gas driven boats were

ReLakeNipigon

Commercial fishing began in 1898 but consisted of ice fishing only, as
there were no roads with which to transport their fish. The fish were frozen

:::r:~ken by teams of horses down the lake to Nipigon and sent by rall from

Two tugs began fishing in 1913 when the CNR line went through and
these tugs were the first to use net llfters.

The early boats were open tugs with onlya closed wheelhouse In the
~::~:e. It was only recently that the Lake Erie turtle back type of boat was
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Records for commercial fishIng go back as far as IBB5 when walleye.
pike and whitefish were the main species taken and totalled some 70,000
pounds. By IB89 sturgeon. masklnonge, bass and herring had been added to
the list of a total of some 122,000 pounds. These were mostly gill net
fisheries but In 1908 the gill net fishery In Lake Nlpissing wasclosedolf.
In favour of pound nets which remain the only type of net permitted In the
lake to thIs day. No records can be found for the period 1908 to 1917 butln
1918 the sturgeon fishery alone took 99,507 pounds offish, the highest take
for thls species ever recorded for Lake Niplssing. The following year, 1919,
128,000 pounds of walleye were caught by the commercial fishermen. These
are believed to have been almost entirely made up of "blue pickerel".- In
1922 the "game" fish species were protected and since that time the fishery
has been maintained on sturgeon. whitefish, herring and various coarse fish
species.

The Sturgeon fishery In the period 1918 to 1927 dropped from 99,000
pounds to 12.000 pounds. In the next six years it dropped drastically with
alowof3.000poullds. Since then lthas fluctuated between 4,000 pounds
and 17.000 pounds (taken In 1963). The whitefish, the other mainstay of
the fishery, has also fluctuated Its highest years being In 1954 (30,000 pounds)
and 1963(23,000 pounds).

Management In the past has been mainly by regUlations. The abolition
of the gill net fishery. the control of the pound net fishery as to number of
nets, mesh sizes, seasons and fishing grounds have come about through public
demand and recognition of the importance of the tourist industry.

There are now two commercial fishermen on Lake Nipissing. They
operate eight and six pound nets respectively and are confined to certain
areas or fishing grounds. The most important species is sturgeon which arc
In high demand for their smoking qualities on the New York market, current
prices bring $1.70 per pound to the fishermen. Caviar Is an added bonus of
some importance at $4.00 per pound. Whitefish are second in importance and
a few good catches in the early spring assures the fishermen of his annual
operating costs. Prices drop later in the season and occasional shipments are
rejected because of Triaenophorus infestation. Catches usually improve again
in the fall as an added supplement to the income. All coarse fish are re­
moved but only a few species can be marketed. Silver bass and herring are
two of these. although herring are badly infested with Trlaenophorus and
find only a local marker. Suckers. sheepshead, ling and gar pike are usually
burled. Yellow perch and bullhead, although plentiful. are rarely taken In
the pound nets. All game species are released unharmed. Occasionally a
few musky or pike are gilled in the leads and although the numbers are In­
significant the public outcry, led by the tourist operators, is loud and long •

• Apparently a color phase ofStizostedion vitreum rather than true Stizostedion'!...~
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The gross Income by the two commercial fishermen In 1963 wu approxi­
mately $44,000.00.

The present commercial fishery Is managed almost entirely through
regulation. One fishery Is licensed for eight pound nell on specific loca­
tions, the other for six nell again on specific locations. The entire
fishery II contained wlrhln the well-central portion of the lake. By mutual
agreement with the anglers no nell are set until the walleye seUon opens
forangleu to prevent Interference during the spawning period. Inreturn
the commercial fishermen may continue to fish and take Jlurgeon during the
closed'season, May 15 to lune 12.

The control of the fishery as to nets and location provides large areu
for Ilurgeon where they are free of nelS and may spawn unmolested even
though there Is no closed season. While there may be some advantage wlrh
public relations the real reason for these restrictions II toprotectthellur­
geonflsheryagalnstltself.

There Is also a conscious effort to avoid Inllalling nets In locations
frequented by anglers. However, the pound nets seem to have a strong
attraction for the angling fraternity and Sport fishermen often have ex­
cellentresults In the vicinity of the lead nets.
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