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INTRODUCTION 
 
At the beginning of the 19th Century, it was widely believed, and touted by the Winnipeg Board 
of Trade, that Manitobaôs freshwater fisheries had the potential to become the greatest 
freshwater fishery in the world.1 Unlike the Great Lakes of Ontario, which are shared with 
another country, all Manitobaôs lakes lay within Canadian territory. Since earliest times, the 
western regionôs waterways had provided a valuable subsistence fishery. In the 1880s, after 
some transportation facilities were in place, commercial fishing became an economic 
undertaking. But it soon became apparent that all was not well with the new industry, which 
became the subject of numerous inquiries, beginning with a 1909 Royal Commission. Similar 
investigations, carried out by a Manitoba Government Commission in 1934, the Manitoba 
Economic Survey Board in 1938, a Manitoba Legislative Committee in 1954, and the Committee 
on Manitobaôs Economic Future in 1963, all dealt with the blatant economic disparity associated 
with the commercial fishery. Finally, in 1965, a Royal Commission, which became known as the 
McIvor Commission, concluded that ñthe fishery suffered from serious marketing problems, 
over-capitalization, and over-participation, which combined to result in a general reduction in 
returns for fishermen.ò2  
 
The creation of the Freshwater Fish Marketing Board in 1969 was aimed at correcting these 
problems. While marketing improved, there still remained the problem of freshwater fish stocks 
which continued to decline in certain species. Two further commissions, a Federal-Provincial 
Task Force in 1975 and the Standing Committee on Fisheries in 1986, addressed various 
concerns, including the effects of hydro-electric development on water levels and fish stocks, 
and changes in the Unemployment Insurance Benefits which affected the incomes of fishermen. 
 
These developments dealt with the economic impact of the fishing industry, but the fishery also 
had important cultural connections. Two major ethnic groups in Manitobaôs society have been  
 
strongly connected with the commercial fishing industry throughout its 125 years. Both had roots 
in fishing long before it became a viable economic endeavour in our province. The First Nations 
people had fished in Manitobaôs waters long before there was a Manitoba and after 1870 they 
had retained reserve lands near important waterways. It was natural then, that fishing should 
become a means of earning a living for them. The other group, immigrants from Iceland, had 
dwelt by the sea and lived off its bounty for centuries before they resettled on the Canadian 
prairies. They had naturally chosen land along the ñgreat inland seaò, Lake Winnipeg, which 
could provide the same bounty for them.  How the subsistence activities of these two cultural 
groups were transformed into a major industry worth millions of dollars, and their fight to have a 
fair share in that wealth will be discussed in this report. 
 
GEOGRAPHY 
 
With the exception of Ontario, Manitoba has the largest inland water area in Canada, as well as 
an ocean coastline of approximately 600 miles. The inland waters can be divided into two 
categories: those larger waters where commercial fisheries have developed and the many rivers 
and smaller lakes which support a sport-fishing industry.  The larger lakes include lakes 
Winnipeg, Winnipegosis, Manitoba, Moose, Cedar, Dauphin, and St. Martin. All these lakes 
once supported commercial fisheries to some degree. All told, Manitobaôs lakes cover 94,241 
square kilometres, or 14.5% of the provinceôs surface area. One third of this area is contained 
within lakes Winnipeg, Winnipegosis, and Manitoba, which are sometimes referred to as 
Manitobaôs ñGreat Lakesò. These lakes are fed by many major rivers. 
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Lake Winnipeg alone covers an area vast enough to rank it among the great lakes of the 
continent. It is nearly 300 miles long and 70 miles across. The principal rivers running into Lake 
Winnipeg are the Winnipeg, Saskatchewan, Red, Little Saskatchewan (now known as Dauphin 
River), Brokenhead, Bear, Pigeon, Berens, Black, Bloodvein, Beaver, Catfish, Bad Throat, 
Icelandic, and Pelican. Many of these rivers are joined by others during their courses. The 
Assiniboine, which flows into the Red, also contains the waters of the QuôAppelle, Souris, Little 
Saskatchewan and Birdtail. The Winnipeg River, before it enters Manitoba, has been joined by 
the English and Rainy rivers, which themselves have many tributaries. In fact, the Hudson Bay 
drainage region, which covers the area north of the Mississippi, and west of Lake Superior, 
centres on Lake Winnipeg, from which the Nelson River carries waters to the Bay. A body of 
water like Lake Winnipeg, receiving drainage from such as immense area, provides all the 
conditions for an abundant fish supply.  
 
Besides these major bodies of water, Manitobaôs north is covered with numerous smaller lakes 
which have become part of both the commercial and sport-fishing industries. Smaller lakes in 
southern Manitoba, predominantly in the Riding, Duck and Porcupine mountains, have never 
been used for anything but subsistence and sport fishing. 
 
 

 
 
Armstrong Fishing station at Whiskey Jack on Lake Winnipegosis, c. 1920. The primitive conditions of the 
station contrast with the well-dressed visitors. (Source: Winnipegosis History Book Committee, 
Reflections from Little Muddy River, p. 30.) 
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A map of Manitoba showing the vast number of water bodies which host fish populations. 
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*Archives 554 
 
Fishing boats on Lake Winnipeg when it was too rough to fish. 1924. (Source: Fisheries Branch 
Collection, #554.) 

 
 
MANITOBAôS FRESHWATER FOOD FISH SPECIES 
 
There are 95 freshwater fish species in Manitobaôs lakes and rivers. Not all of these are sought 
for their food value. Below are those species which have importance either to the commercial or 
sport-fishing industries.  
 
LAKE STURGEON (ACIPENSER FULVESCENS) 
Lake Sturgeon was once found in all the larger lakes and rivers of Manitoba, north and south. 
They have since become rare in Manitobaôs great lakes and in the Winnipeg, Red and 
Assiniboine rivers, although, since 1997, they have been planted in the Red and Assiniboine. 
 
Spawning takes place from late May to mid-June when water temperatures reach 11 degrees C. 
The fish migrate to spawn in fast water, such as rapids or the base of impassable falls. Their 
eggs are deposited on boulders and bedrock and adhere to the bottom. Many of Manitobaôs 
dam projects have prevented sturgeon from reaching their spawning grounds, causing them to 
begin spawning in the tailrace of hydro-electric dams. This leaves their eggs exposed when 
water levels drop abruptly during periods of electric power consumption. After the St. Andrewôs 
Dam was placed on the Red River in 1911, an important spawning ground was lost for the 
sturgeon. Hydro-electric dams in northern Manitoba have similarly affected sturgeon spawning 
grounds. 
 
The sturgeon has a ñshark-like tail, rows of plates down the back and sides, the mouth on the 
underside of a long snout, and a row of four barbels across the snout in front of the mouth.ò 3 
Lake sturgeon grows slowly, requiring as many as 25 years to reach sexual maturity. After 
maturity the females do not spawn every year. The fish live to be 50 to 80 years of age, and 
grow to a length of 1200-1400 mm. The largest sturgeon ever caught in Manitoba was about 
three metres long and weighed 184.57 kg.4 
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Sturgeon. (Source: Water Stewardship, Fisheries Brach Collection EX3111.) 

 
GOLDEYE (HIODON ALASOIDES) 
Goldeye are found in all medium and larger rivers from southern Manitoba to the Churchill 
River. It is found in lakes Winnipeg and Winnipegosis, but is entirely absent from Lake 
Manitoba. 5They spawn in mid-water in large turbid rivers. Their eggs are buoyant. In the Red 
River spawning occurs during spring run off. 
 
The goldeye has a dorsal fin in a line vertically from the anal fin. It has a fleshy keel which is not 
covered by scales. Its back is olive or brown and its eyes are yellow. Goldeye can grow to 400 
mm long and weigh about 700 g. 
 
The goldeye is an important food fish when smoked. It grew in popularity as a specialty in 
Canada in the 1920s and came to be regarded as a unique prairie food. The species is 
commercially and sport fished, but most often provides food for channel catfish and walleye in 
southern Manitoba waters. 
 

 
 

Goldeye. (Source: Water Stewardship, Fisheries Branch Collection EX3076.) 
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SUCKERS (FAMILY COTOSTOMIDAE) 
Suckers are medium to large fish closely related to minnows. Suckers have toothless mouths, 
processing food with their pharyngeal teeth located on arches at the rear of the gill chamber. 
Three types of suckers found in Manitobaôs waters are used as food fish. The longnose, white, 
and redhorse suckers are marketed as ñmulletò. Spawning fish are dip netted and canned. Their 
flesh is firm, white, flaky, and of good flavour. The inter-muscular bones are mostly from the 
anal fin rearward, making it possible to extract a bone-free fillet.  
 
Spawning takes place between mid-April and mid-May and is usually in streams, lakes, or large 
rivers in places with gravel or sand bottoms. White suckers are the most common in the 
commercial fishery and are marketed as mullets with the other sucker species. Since 1960, the 
white sucker has also been an important commercial fish in Lake Winnipegosis. The catch is 
ground and turned into fish cakes. 6  
 
 
 

 
 

White Sucker. (Source: Water Stewardship, Fisheries Branch EX3120.) 

 
 
CATFISH (FAMILY ICATALURIDAE) 
The freshwater catfish is one of the most distinctive fish in Manitoba. They lack scales and have 
a strong spine at the leading edge of the dorsal fin and each pectoral fin. There are four pairs of 
barbels around the mouth; one pair of nasal barbels on top of the snout; a pair of maxillary 
barbels at the corners of the mouth; two pairs of mental barbels on the chin. These fish are 
good sport fish and an excellent food fish, although Manitobans usually do not eat them. 
 
Manitoba has four main species of catfish: the black bullhead, the brown bullhead, the channel 
catfish, and the smaller stonecat. These fish are predominantly found in the Assiniboine and 
Red rivers and their tributaries, and some have been found in Lake Manitoba. The channel 
catfish lives in Lake Winnipeg as well. 
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Channel Catfish. (Source: Water Stewardship, Fisheries Branch Collection EX3096.) 

 
Spawning takes place in mid to late June, in holes along the banks of rivers, streams or ponds. 
Both types of bullheads grow to around 300-350 mm but the channel catfish is much bigger, in 
the vicinity of 800-1000 mm, and weighing 8-12 kg. All catfish consume smaller fish, especially 
suckers. The catfishôs reputation as a bottom feeder makes it unpopular as human food. They 
are, however, a highly priced angling species. In the lower Red River region, especially, there is 
a recreational fishery for channel catfish, and for many young anglers the catfish is their first 
catch. 7 
 
NORTHERN PIKE (ESOX LUCIUS) 
One of the three most widely distributed species in Manitoba, the northern pike is found in all 
waters which support fish populations. In southern Manitoba, the northern pike spawn in early 
April. They leave the ice-covered lakes and move upstream on rivers with vegetation, on which 
the eggs are broadcast. The pike can reach 150 cm in size and weigh as much as 17 kg. The 
fish range in colour from brownish olive with yellow spots to greenish blue with silver sides. 
 

 
 

Northern Pike (Source: Water Stewardship, Fisheries Branch Collection EX5091.) 
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CISCO (CORIGONUS ARTEDI) 
The cisco and shortjaw cisco are related to lake whitefish but differ from them in that they have 
a terminal mouth and a maxillary reaching to below the pupil of the eye. The cisco grows to a 
larger size than the shortjaw cisco, and is found in mid-water or on the bottom in shallow water. 
Ciscos and whitefish will hybridize. Ciscos are found in all lakes in Manitoba and will enter the 
lower reaches of streams to feed. They are also found in the salt waters off the Hudson Bay 
coast. 
 
Ciscos spawn in fall, usually on reefs in lakes, at water temperatures below 5 degrees C. Much 
of the spawning takes place under ice. Their maximum size is 350-400 mm and they can reach 
10 years of age. They prefer shallower waters, such as the south basin of Lake Winnipeg. The 
ciscos are prey for larger fish, and carry parasites which are then transported to the larger fish. 
 
Ciscos are important commercial fish and are smoked and marketed as tullibee. They are often 
caught by anglers who are ice fishing or fishing for goldeye.8 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Tullibee. (Source: Water Stewardship, Fisheries Branch Collection EX3115.) 

 
LAKE WHITEFISH (COREGONUS CLUPEAFORMIS) 
The lake whitefish is distinguishable by its inferior mouth, which does not reach to below the 
pupil of the eye, by the double flap which separates the anterior and posterior nostrils, and by 
having more than 25 gill rakers on the first arch. Since ciscos and whitefish will hybridize, they 
exhibit many variations. The lake whitefish is found in all lakes and streams throughout the 
Canadian Shield portion of Manitoba, and in all the great lakes except Lake Dauphin. 
 
Spawning takes place between October 5-15, in water temperatures of 5.5-9.4 degrees C. 
Spawning takes place in 1-3 metres of water over a mud, clay, sand or gravel bottom. In Lake 
Winnipeg, whitefish attain 17 years of age and weigh as much as 10.9 kg.  They are usually 
bottom feeders and may eat plankton as well as smaller fish and insects. They themselves are 
eaten by pike, walleye and lake trout. 
 
The whitefish is one of the three most important commercial catches in Manitoba, after the 
walleye and sauger. Their flesh has an excellent flavour and texture, but the species are often 
infected with tapeworms, rendering the flesh unacceptable for eating.9 
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Whitefish. (Source: Water Stewardship, Fisheries Branch Collection EX3117.) 

 
 

 
 
 
ARCTIC CHAR (SALVELINUS ALPINUS) 
Arctic char is native to northern Manitoba, and has been found as far south as the Churchill 
River. It is distinguishable by its pale and/or pink spots against a darker background colour. 
They spawn either on reefs in lakes or in deep pools in rivers in the fall, under ice cover. It is an 
excellent food fish. Arctic char is an important food source for the Inuit people and today is 
fished for export. It is also a sport fish for anglers. 
 
LAKE TROUT (SALVELINUS NAMAYCUSH) 
Lake trout has a profusion of yellowish spots on an olive background, and has a deeply forked 
tail.  It is found in deep cold lakes throughout the shield area. It spawns during October and 
November over bedrock, boulder or rubble on reefs in lakes. Growth rates of lake trout vary, 
being slower in the north. Age varies from 6-12 years. Lake trout may weigh 4-6 kg. 
 
Lake trout is valuable as a commercial and game fish. Its flesh is firm and flavourable, varying in 
colour from white to reddish orange. The sport fishery for lake trout is very valuable to northern 
Manitoba. 
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WHITE BASS (MORONE CHRYSOPS) 
This striped fish made its way into Manitobaôs waters from North Dakota around 1963. By 1996 
they were the most numerous perch-like fish in the south part of Lake Winnipeg. They are also 
found in the Red, Assiniboine, and Winnipeg rivers. 
 
The white bass spawns in early to mid- June in the Red and Winnipeg rivers as well as 
tributaries to Lake Winnipeg. These fish grow to 49 cm, and their flesh is firm, white and 
flavourable. Bass have become important as game fish because they put up a good fight. 
Anglers have discovered their spawning runs in the south basin of Lake Winnipeg.  White bass 
are of only minor importance to the commercial fishery. 
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White Bass. (Source: Water Stewardship, Fisheries Branch Collection EX3086.) 

 
 
SMALLMOUTH BASS (MICROPTERUS DOLOMIEU) 
These bass are less deep-bodied than others of this species and have three radiating dark 
bands behind the eye, as well as indistinct vertical stripes on their bodies. The specie was 
introduced to Manitoba in 1900 and has become widespread in the Winnipeg River system, 
Lake Winnipeg tributaries, Lake Dauphin, and the Saskatchewan River watershed. They live to 
age 13 and can grow as large as 56 cm. They spawn in 16-18 degrees C water on rocky 
bottoms. 
 
The smallmouth bass is a highly valued game fish everywhere it is found. It is less popular than 
the walleye but its popularity has increased as its abundance and distribution has spread. It is 
an excellent food fish. 
 

 
 

Large Mouth Bass. (Source: Water Stewardship, Fisheries Branch Collection EX3140.) 
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YELLOW PERCH (PERCCA FLAVESCENS) 
 
The yellow perch has a deep compressed body which is oval in cross section. It has six or 
seven bars on its sides which narrow towards the lower part of the body. Perch are found in 
streams, rivers, and lakes as far north as the Churchill watershed. They spawn in May or early 
June in waters above six degrees C.  The largest yellow perch can be 41 cm in length. Perch 
prefer slow waters with no current, and take cover under vegetation, structures, or logs. 
 
Yellow perch are valued as food fish by commercial fishermen and anglers. Their abundance 
around man-made structures makes them a common first catch for young anglers. 
 

 
 
 
SAUGER (SANDER CANADENSIS) 
The sauger and walleye are the only two spiny-rayed fish in Manitoba with large fang-like teeth. 
The sauger differs from the walleye because it has three or four rows of black spots on its spiny 
dorsal fin, scales on its cheeks, a white streak along the anterior edge of the anal fin and lower 
edge of the caudal fin, and brownish coloration. Hybrids between the sauger and walleye are 
seen frequently, being more yellowish in colour with rows of spots on the dorsal fin. 
 
Sauger is found in lakes, rivers and streams throughout Manitoba.  It spawns in late May to 
early June in streams and lakes, preferring more turbulent water.  Although smaller than the 
walleye, the sauger can grow to 350 ï 500 mm in length and live up to seven years. They are 
most commonly caught in the mainstreams of the Red and Assiniboine, while the walleye are 
more common in lakes and reservoirs. 
 
The sauger is a top-level consumer, eating smaller fish but also serving as food itself for catfish. 
It is an important commercial and game fish, being marketed as pickerel along with the walleye. 
It is the second most valuable commercial fish species in Manitoba, after the walleye. 
 
WALLEYE (SANDER VITREUS) 
Like the sauger, the walleye has large fang-like teeth but the two differ because the walleye has 
no black spots on its dorsal fin, its cheeks are nearly scaleless, the lower corners of its anal and 
caudal fins are white, and the walleye is olive green with indistinct broad darker bars on its 
sides.  The walleye is found throughout Manitoba, and as far north as the Seal River watershed.  
Walleye spawn in lakes and streams shortly after ice break up, in mid-late April. The walleye is 
found in deeper, less turbid waters than the sauger, and is more common to the Winnipeg River, 
rivers and streams of the Canadian Shield, and in Manitobaôs great lakes. 
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The walleye is the most valuable and extensively utilized fishery resource in Manitoba. Its 
fishery on Manitobaôs great lakes is the second largest and most valuable fishery in Canada.  It 
is also the most important subsistence fishery and the premier game fish in Manitoba. 
 

 
 

Sauger. (Source: Water Stewardship, Fisheries Branch Collection EX3101.) 

 
 
 

 
 

Walleye. (Source: Water Stewardship, Fisheries Branch Collection EX3097.) 

 
(All information on Manitobaôs native fish species is taken from Kenneth W. Stewart, Douglas A. 
Watkinson, The Freshwater Fishes of Manitoba, University of Manitoba Press, Winnipeg, 2004.) 
 
THE FISHERMEN 
 
Before commercial fishing became a major industry in Manitobaôs lakes and rivers, there was a 
domestic fishery which sustained several groups of people. First, the Native population on the 
plains and parklands had always depended upon fish as a part of their diet, spending a portion 
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of the spring and fall seasons harvesting this food. It was an easy adjustment for them to trade 
this food at fur posts once European traders arrived in western Canada. Fish soon became a 
staple to maintain the food supply of fur posts. 
 
The first European settlement group in the region, the Selkirk settlers, also depended on fish 
caught in the Red River as part of their food supply. In 1874, a group of settlers arrived who had 
chosen their new home precisely because of the expectant fishery to be found there. These 
immigrants from Iceland settled along the shores of Lake Winnipeg. This group, more than any 
other, was to play an important role in the development of a commercial fishery. Together with 
Natives in northern regions, it is the Icelanders who have continued to participate in Manitobaôs 
commercial fishery for over one hundred years. 
 
Over time, as the commercial fishery took form in Manitobaôs waters, three types of fishermen 
evolved. The best off were the owner-operators, who owned their own equipment. The second 
group were renters who rented equipment from the fish companies, but who made day-to-day 
decisions about where to fish, whom to employ, and when to empty their nets, etc. The third 
group was the fishing labourers who were paid wages to work either for the fish companies and 
the owner-operators.  Generally the fish companies were most active in summer and fall while 
most winter fishermen were owner-operators.10 
 
THE NATIVE FISHERY 
 
The Plains Cree ate fish as a change from a steady diet of meat. When poor hunting reduced 
the meat supply, fresh fish were important, but according to explorer, David Thompson, the 
Cree ñé.looked on fish as an inferior food and catching them beneath a hunter.ò11 Perhaps 
then, the women and children were responsible for catching fish, because archaeological 
research, carried out in the QuôAppelle Valley in 1986, found that fish remnants made up 
between 20 and 50 percent of all faunal remains recovered from a site dating to 1000 B.C. 12 
The faunal remains leave little doubt that the Plains Natives did consider fish a valued food 
source. They evidently returned annually to good fishing locations, a pattern repeated over 
hundreds of years. Although predominantly reliant on bison for food, when the bison was not 
readily available, fish did become their staple food. It is important to remember that while 
traditionally not thought of as good fishing areas, in the historic period, the southern lakes and 
rivers produced larger fish which multiplied at a faster rate than in the rivers and lakes of the 
parkland.13 If there was an ample supply of fish, fairly large groups of Natives would gather 
during a season when they generally dispersed across the countryside in search of game, thus 
providing social opportunities for the tribes. 
 
David Thompsonôs comment that the Cree did not know how to fish probably referred to lake 
fisheries. 14 In general, Plains Cree kept away from lakes, rarely camping on lake shores and 
never fishing in lakes. Practically all fishing was done in winter and early spring. In summer, 
sturgeon might be targeted if their fins were spotted on the surface. In winter, fishing was 
through open places on the river produced by flowing springs. Holes were not chopped in the 
ice. The spear used was a five-foot willow or saskatoon stick, with two sharpened forks. The 
open spaces on the river were for communal use, and several men might gather at any one 
time. The catch was dried, pounded, and mixed with berries and fat to produce a type of 
pemmican. 
 
In spring, the Cree constructed weirs to catch the fish as they ran downstream. Two converging 
barriers of poles and stones were laid across the stream. At the apex, four interlocking legs 
formed a tripod from which was suspended a trough-like basket made of poles. The current 
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swept the fish up on the poles while the water escaped through the gaps in the poles. The fish 
were pushed higher and higher up the trough where a man was stationed with a netted scoop. 
The weir was usually operated at night. One man was stationed where the fish entered the 
trough and, at a signal from him, a second man swept the fish higher in the trough so a third 
man could club them. Then the catch was divided. ñNo matter who made the weir, all camped 
around it got an equal share of the fish. The first night after the weir was built, three or four men 
were chosen to work it through the night. They hauled the fish to the shore and also passed 
them out. They were allowed to keep the best fish for themselves, but the men chosen were 
generally not stingy and gave everyone a fair share. All of the first catch had to be eaten. After 
that anybody could go and take fish from the weir.15 
 
The Ojibwa moved westward to southern Manitoba from a region along the Great Lakes, so 
they would have been used to fishing. Laura Peers in her study of the Ojibwa in western 
Canada found consistent references in HBC journals to the Ojibwa harvesting fish. She found 
that at Pembina, the Red River may have yielded sturgeon which was as important as the bison 
to the Ojibwa. She concluded that ñfish was an important food in the summer, and that major 
fisheries existed at Netley Creek/Red River, on the Assiniboine River near Brandon House, and 
the mouths of rivers emptying into Lake Manitobaò, all contributing to making fish a major part of 
the Ojibwa diet.16 
 
To Natives living in the parklands, fish were the equivalent of bison to the plains tribes. Natives 
chose the location of their villages according to the availability of fish for themselves and their 
dogs. Accumulation methods used were spear fishing, damming streams and using birch bark 
or scoop nets, fish traps and gill nets. The traps were often fabricated from local materials such 
as bark, willows or cedar roots. This subsistence fishery faced little competition until Natives 
began supplying the needs of the fur trade. Then it became necessary to trek to more and more 
remote fishing spots. 
 
For centuries Native fishing parties had harvested abundant supplies of sturgeon at Grand 
Rapids. They stood on the rocks beside the deep pools at O Nika pik (The Carrying Place),  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Native spear fishing. (Source: Historic  
Resources Branch.) 
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moved a pole slowly downstream through the deep water until they felt the sturgeonôs ridged 
back-bone, and then made another pass through the water with their scoop to catch the fish. 
Quantities of fish oil were made from the catch. The whitefish were also caught at the Rapids in 
scoop nets. They were smoked and dried, and then pounded over rocks to create fish 
pemmican, suitable for winter and trail use.17 
 
Dr. Richardson, who spent a winter at Cumberland House, wrote: ñThe most esteemed fish is 
the coregonus albus, the attihhawmeg of the Crees, and the whitefish of the Americans. The 
usual weight is between three and four pounds. Three fish of ordinary size is the daily allowance 
to each man at the fort, and is considered as equivalent to two geese or eight pounds of solid 
moose meat. The fishery for the attihhawmeg lasts the whole year, but is most productive in the 
spawning season, from the middle of September to the middle of Octoberé...picarral or doré, is 
common, but not so much esteemed, as the attihhawmeg. It attains the length of twenty inches 
in these lakes. 
 
The pike is also plentiful, and being readily caught in the wintertime by hook, is so much prized 
on that account by the natives, as to receive from them the name of eithinyoo-cannoo-shoeoo, 
or Indian fish. The common trout, or nammoeous, grows here to enormous size, being caught in 
particular lakes, weighing upwards of sixty pounds; thirty pounds is no uncommon size at 
Beaver Lake, from whence Cumberland House is supplied. The hieden clodalis 
oweepeetcheeses, or goldeye, is a beautiful small fish, which resembles the trout in its habits. 
 
The sturgeon is also taken in the Saskatchewan and lakes communicating with it, and furnishes 
an excellent, but rather rich article of food.ò18 
 
Fishing Methods: Indian traps on rivers consisted of ñVò shaped walls of stones with a terminal 
pocket which trapped the fish. The traps were usually left after the fishing was completed, 
resulting in waste. 
 
The fur traders introduced the concept of gill nets to the Natives. Their homemade nets of twine 
were never more than 300 yards long, usually shallow, and marred with large knots. Net care 
was poor, with little mending or drying. The common practice was to set nets, with blocks of 
wood for floats and stones for sinkers, near the shore of a Native encampment, but the shore 
was crowded with the nets and the catch was generally poor, with mostly coarse fish.   
 
Fish Processing: The Lake Winnipeg method started with a cut in the fishôs tail into which a 
stick was inserted. The stick was then placed horizontally above the height of dogs and children. 
A slit in the gills allowed the blood to drain. Freezing produced a hard excellent food product. 
But warm weather would render the fish inedible.   
 
The second method was to gut the fish immediately and then hang them. By freezing at night, 
thawing during the day, the fish gradually dehydrated and cured over a ten-day period. If the fish 
were too spoilt for human consumption, they could still be fed to the dogs. 
 
In the third method, the fish was split down the back, the two fillets remaining joined along the 
belly. Viscera and roe were removed. The fillets were then detached from the sides but not tail. 
The clean fillets and belly were scored at one to two inch intervals. These were then thrown 
over a stage consisting of four-inch poles, again erected out of reach of dogs and children. The 
fillets were left two to three days and then removed to a smokehouse/tent, with a poplar fire 
smouldering on the floor. The fish were then tied in bunches by the tails and left on outdoor 
stages until baled. The guts and viscera were also smoked for dog food. 
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Sturgeon Fishing Methods: The sturgeon stocks were most at risk during spawning season, 
as they ascended the rivers from the lakes in May and June. In spawning season the sturgeon 
congregated near the rapids in the thousands, often rising to the surface. They were easily 
caught there by traditional Native fishing methods. Their fat content was also at its height in 
spawning season. The sturgeon was speared from platforms built to extend over the rapids or 
falls. After spawning season the sturgeon kept close to the bottom of river in deep pools where 
they avoided nets and spears.  For five or six weeks in summer they could not be caught in a 
drag net because they kept their heads down while following the current.19  Autumn found the 
sturgeon moving downstream and into the lakes but they were never as plentiful, concentrated 
or predictable as in the spring. But they did swim close to the surface and could be taken by 
nets and spears. It was difficult to catch them with nets during the winter freeze up because they 
were in deep water, inaccessible by net. It was also difficult to catch them in periods of high 
water. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Aboriginal woman fixing gill nets, with fish drying behind her. (Source: Water Stewardship, Fisheries 
Branch Collection C2795.) 

 
 



18 

 
 

Native campsite, near Birch River. (Source:  Archives of Manitoba, #311.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dogsleds at Fort Alexander. (Source: Archives of Manitoba, # 019.) 

Use of hooks and lines to catch sturgeon was very difficult because of their size, strength and 
feeding habits. Spears were successful when the sturgeon was close to the waterôs surface. 
Night fishing with spears worked when torches were attached to canoes to attract the sturgeon 
to the surface. The fur companies began trading the Natives for iron spear tips in the late 18th 
century and these were highly prized. The Ojibwa used platforms which were built to stretch 
twenty feet from shore over the rapids. Here the Natives sat silently and motionless until some 
sturgeon came within range of their spears. If too many fish were caught on any given day, 
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these were tethered through the mouth and gill and confined in the water near the bank for up to 
two weeks without harming their food value.20 

Weirs were constructed of stones and wooden stakes at some locations. The following is a 
description of a weir built by the Ojibwa in the Rainy River region: ñTheir weir or sturgeon dam is 
é..built with poles stuck in the mud of the bottom, so close together as to prevent the sturgeons  
passing between them, inclined a little down stream, and kept in place at top by transverse 
poles, to which they are bound with bark, the transverse poles being supported by forked 
braces, placed below and inclined upstream. The Indians stand upon supports attached to the 
weir, and catch the fish with hooks, fastened to long poles, which they move about in the water 
at the base of the weir till they feel the fish against them, when the fish is hooked up by a 
sudden jerk of the pole. The weir is placed at the foot of the first rapid, and when the fish are 
ascending, has an opening made in it to allow them to go up, but which is closed when the fish 
are descending, and it is at this season that most of them are taken. The water of the river is 
turbid and of a dark brown colour, which prevents fishermen from seeing the fish, or being seen 
by them. The fish taken here are from two to four feet in length, and are as abundant now as 
they ever were.21 

Remains of an ancient fish weir placed on Roseau River in southern Manitoba, 1900. Every spring, 
Natives gathered here to catch and smoke pike, sturgeon and catfish. (Source: James Kercher Waddell, 
Dominion City Facts, Fiction and Hyperbole, p. 14.) 

Another indigenous method of catching sturgeon was with dip nets, large seines, or drag nets. A 
North West Company trader wrote in 1804: ñThey fish with nets, hooks, lines and spears, but 
they have a method of taking sturgeon with a kind of drag-net or seine, which I believe, is 
peculiar to themselves. The net used for this purpose is about 20 feet long by 6 feet deep, when 
shut double. It is dragged between two small canoes, having two men in each; while the 
bowmen paddle gently down the stream, the men in the sterns hold the seines by means of long 
cords, fixed to each end and which can be shortened or lengthened according to the depth of 
the water and the wishes of the seineurs. Two stones are suspended from the lower ends of the 
seine by which the nature of the bottom and the soundings are ascertained, a very necessary 
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precaution to keep the whole clear of foul bottom. The course of the canoe must form an obtuse 
angle with the middle of the seine. 

These nets are mounted like the English drag nets, with small knobs of cedar fixed to the upper 
border instead of cork. When by the vibrations of the cords, they perceive that fish is taken, they 
instantly haul up and paddle with all their might to bring the canoes together and, thereby, shut 
up the fish in the seine. This method of fishing is, of course, practical only in rivers, narrow 
channels and small bays, where the bottom is clear.22 

Storage of Sturgeon: The sturgeon fishery produced large catches and much of the flesh was 
processed by the Aboriginals for later use.  J.D. Cameron observed their practice of packing the 
processed fish into sturgeon skin bags in 1826. The fish were ñcut up in their flakes and dry over 
a slow fire, after which they pound the dried flakes between stones until it becomes like a kind of 
spunge, this with the oil they gather[;] affords them a rich and substantial food of which they are 
very fond.23 
 
Sturgeon and whitefish were also rendered into oil, which was used in preparing pemmican or 
sold for lubrication. Sturgeon also yielded a non-food product which was important for domestic 
and commercial use. Isinglass, a gelatinous substance, was derived from the inner membrane 
of the air bladder (swimbladder). Oil was rendered from the sturgeon by boiling it, and skimming 
the oil from the top of the water. A fifty-pound sturgeon could yield a gallon of oil. The oil was 
stored in a jar or skin of a sturgeon, called ñnumaywayanò.24 These jars were nearly 
indestructible and easily transported because of their lightness. All parts of the sturgeon were 
used. The roe was eaten and the swim bladder was valued by the Ojibwa as a binding agent in 
the manufacture of paint. The Ojibwa of eastern Manitoba and the Rainy River region were 
considered to be independent from the fur trade by Sir John Richardson in 1849, because ñthey 
have an abundance of sturgeon and great quantities of wild rice.ò25 
 
Natives fished predominantly in fall spawning season and consumed the product in winter. The 
inefficient fishing methods employed at other times of the year were balanced by the ease of 
fishing during spawning season. Given the inefficient fishing methods used at other times of the 
year, there was an element of truth in the contention of the missionaries and fur traders ñthat the 
Indians would starve unless they fished in the spawning season.26 The fall fishery traditionally 
began in September, when the Natives would go to the river and set up traps, weirs or gill nets 
to capture whitefish coming up the river to spawn. These traps, constructed in the river, 
remained in the water after the Natives departed. 

In 1870, the Natives at Fort Alexander consumed 30,000 whitefish. Dogs used in the fur trade 
consumed 2/3 of the fish caught, although less in summer. The dogs were fed mullets, pickerel 
and pike rather than whitefish.27 With the depletion of game and fur-bearing animals from the 
region, the Natives gradually became more dependent on fish as a staple food supply. Fish had 
become a crucial part of the Aboriginal economy by the 1870s and 1880s. While the fish stocks 
represented a food supply to the Aboriginals and their dogs, they would soon represent a 
considerable source of potential profit for white fishermen and fish buyers as well. 
 
FUR TRADE FISHERIES 

Fur posts were often established in good fishing areas. In winter 1733-34, La Verendrye sent 
part of his force to winter at Fort Maurepas (mouth of Red River) where fishing was good. Isaac 
Cowie, writing about the establishment of Norway House, said it was ñmore convenient to move 
the fort to the fishery.ò 28 In fishing areas, the daily ration for fur traders was ñthree large 
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whitefishò.29 Good fishing hauls became more essential after the disappearance of the buffalo. 
Most trading posts did their own fishing, employing someone for this purpose. But some 
purchased fish from Natives. Both traders and Natives used the same fishing methods. They 
started the season about October 1, working at river mouths, with traps, weirs and gill nets, 
which easily captured the spawning whitefish. A summer fishery was carried out along the 
shores of lakes. 

The sturgeon fishery was very important to the fur trade. Fur traders were amazed at the 
number of sturgeon taken and noted the importance of this fishery to the Natives. The isinglass, 
derived from the air bladder of the sturgeon, was highly prized on the European market, and the 
HBC spent efforts accumulating it through Native trade. 

Lake Winnipeg and its tributaries were noted as rich sturgeon waters during the fur-trade era. 
Each year thousands of sturgeon ascended the rivers to spawn shortly after the ice cleared. 
Alexander Henry the Younger reported that 775 sturgeons, weighing from fifty to 150 pounds, 
were brought into his post at the mouth of the Pembina River during the period April 8 to May 
20, 1808. Sturgeon may have surpassed bison as a stock of provisions at the trading post that 
year. 30 Along the Assiniboine River, where the fur trade peaked in 1795 with 23 posts, 
competition was as strong for sturgeon as it later was for bison. Competing fur traders actually 
attempted to starve out their rivals by destroying sturgeon weirs on the river.31 Sturgeon was 
also abundant near the mouth of the Saskatchewan River, but the richest sturgeon water in the 
Hudson Bay basin was the Winnipeg River basin. In years when provisions were sparse, many 
fur-trade posts were at the mercy of the Ojibwa fishermen, causing a rise in the price of dried 
sturgeon. 

Examination of the HBC journals of the various posts provides information about the importance 
of fish to the diets of the fur traders. For example, during August - September 1802, the HBC 
traders at Nelson House reported fish catches of less than four per day. At the end of October 
they reported an improvement in the catch but commented that the ñCanadians (Northwest 
Company traders) [were] almost starving getting no fish, some of them eating Rockweed.ò 32The 
fish scarcity continued, although the HBC men seemed to cope better than the NorôWesters. In 
February, the Canadians borrowed a net from the HBC fort to go ñfishing nine miles away.ò  
After a few days, ñthe Canadian man came and returned his net. Said he would have to go 
down to the factory in spring.ò33 In June, the HBC men also went to York Factory to avoid 
starvation. The fishery had not sustained them.34  In 1809, the trader reported that fishing had 
been good since July.35 In June 1810, the post recorded; ñOur fishery very bad but also the 
Canadians taking the fish out of our nets in the night. Am under the necessity of keeping two 
men to watch our nets in the lake all night. They deny ébut I do not believe a word that they 
say éò 36 That same month, thankfully, the trader reported that ñthe Indians and their families 
brought 15 sturgeonò to trade.37 

The Berens River post records for 1872 showed a noticeable improvement in the fishing 
conditions, most likely because the Natives were now more actively involved in the fishery. They 
appeared to be hired to fish for the company. In November 1872, the trader reported: ñThe 
fishermen came home with all their things, left 300 fish on the stage which makes altogether 
from Pigeon River fishery this year 8800 fish.ò 38 The winter fishery seemed to be adequate, with 
the post putting ñ100 fresh fish in the snow for spring use, 700 fresh fish still remainingñ, in 
March 1873.39 The sturgeon fishery in May seemed pretty scant, ranging from one to 14 
sturgeons per day from ten nets.40 
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In Norway House, dog sleds were used to haul the fish catch across the ice to the post. In 
October 1863, the fishermen were taking from 70 to 390 fish per day during whitefish spawning 
season.41At a fishery referred to as Henryôs fishery, massive amounts of fish were taken during 
November and hauled to the post.  In one of these hauling expeditions, one of the fishermen, 
Henry Curleyhead, fell through the ice with his sled. His companion, Edward Paupanakiss, 
following close behind and seeing his companion and sleigh fall through the ice, threw himself 
off the sled which, with his dogs, ran into the hole made by Henry. ñEdward tried by means of 
his belt and capote to get Henry out of the hole but could not venture near enough as the ice 
was so bad. He then had to return to the fishing house for a line whilst Henry supported himself 
by clinging to the ice which however gave way very often. When Edward returned with the net 
line Henry was about to give up. His hands were so benumbed by the cold water that he could 
not grasp the line. He managed however to get a hold of it by his teeth and with difficulty 
Edward and two women that came with him from the house pulled Henry out of the hole onto 
sound ice. One of Henryôs dogs has drowned.ò42 

Fishing on Lake Manitoba, as reflected in the journal of Lake Manitoba post in 1818, was no 
more prosperous, with catches recorded as 250 whitefish in spawning season.43 

Generally the catches for the fur traders did not appear to reflect the abundance of fish which 
must have existed in the waters at that period of Manitobaôs history. One can assume that the 
limited numbers of their catch is a reflection of the rudimentary type of equipment which they 
and their Native employees used. The fur-trade fishery also seemed to be along rivers or 
mouths of rivers, rather than on the open or frozen lakes. 

Fishing for the fur trade posts continued in the north well into the 20th century. Post journals for 
Norway House related the need for 6000 fish for the winter food supply in 1939. They also show 
that the Native fishermen were able to supply the post with this number.44 

RED RIVER SETTLEMENT 

The first regulations concerning fishing were issued by Lord Selkirk for his colonists, but there 
must have continued to be a problem with fish resources, because in 1865, the Council of 
Assiniboia, which then administered the laws for the settlement, declared: ñIt is unlawful to erect 
any weirs or barriers, in any part of the Red or Assiniboine and on receiving information of the 
existence of weirs or barriers, any magistrate shall be empowered after July 1, to order any 
constable to remove the same.ò 45 Alexander Ross, in his book on the Red River Settlement, 
reported occasions when fish were scarce. In 1822, a Swiss settler, almost starving, reportedly 
paid five shillings for six small goldeyes, ñfish little bigger than a sprat.ò 46 When Captain 
Palliserôs expedition arrived at Fort Alexander on July 8, 1857, one of its members, Dr. Hector 
reported: ñThe catfish as plentiful here, the liver of which abounds with an oil which might be 
successfully substituted for cod liver oil in the treatment of consumption, cases of which are very 
frequent among the half-breed population.ò 47 The benefits of this oil were likely known to other 
inhabitants of the colony as well. J.J. Hargrave, in his book, Red River, remarked on the 
importance of the Lake Winnipeg and Lake Manitoba fisheries to the settlement. They yielded 
whitefish and sturgeon while the Red River yielded catfish, goldeye and occasionally, sturgeon. 

The Métis and other settlers engaged in fishing for consumption and for commercial purposes 
for many years. Sturgeon bladders had been a hot commercial commodity, when exported to 
England. In the 1870s, the whitefish became such a highly desirable commodity that: ñIn the 
latter end of September numbers of fishermen leave Red River for Lake Winnipeg, some in 
birch canoes, others in skiffsé.A few of them try their fortune within the province, others pass to 
the southeast corner of the Lake; part of them remain on Elk Island, the rest pitch their tents 
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around the bay into which the River Winnipeg empties its waters, some proceed as far north as 
Blackwater River.ò 48 Approximately 80,000 whitefish were taken from Lake Winnipeg alone 
during the 1873 spawning season. Lake Manitoba was another whitefishery, and many Red 
River settlers descended on the St. Laurent region each fall to join the two large Métis 
communities there in the fall whitefish harvest. Here, the Métis alone harvested amounts near 
20,000 whitefish. 49Large amounts of fish were also taken by Native fishermen at major sites 
along the northern shores of Lake Winnipeg. 

THE ICELANDERS 

Fish was an important part of the Icelandic diet in Iceland so it was not surprising that when 
Icelandic delegates arrived here in 1874 to locate a tract of land for Icelandic settlement, they 
chose land along the shores of Lake Winnipeg. The settlers who arrived in Manitoba in 1875 
brought with them a strong seafaring tradition. In Iceland, they had been cod fishermen and the 
nets they had used in their former homeland proved too large-meshed for Lake Winnipeg. It was 
the Cree and Ojibwa who taught the Icelanders how to net whitefish and how to catch jackfish 
on baited hooks. Whitefish were hung to dry to make ñhardfishò to meet the settlementôs needs. 
Fish were eaten fresh, or salted, smoked or dried for winter use. At first the new settlers tried to 
grow crops, but their lack of success caused them to turn to ñthe seaò for their livelihood. Using 
smaller mesh nets, the Icelanders actively entered the commercial fishery. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fishing boats at Hecla, 1930s. (Source: Archives of Manitoba #592.) 

The first fishing was out of Gimli and Hnausa and was mostly for food supplements. The arrival 
of an additional 1000 settlers in fall 1876 increased the settlementôs dependency on the fishery. 
The fish were cleaned, salted, and dry cured, smoked or pickled. Boat construction increased 
and within four years, the settlement had a fleet of 129 fishing craft.50 

Gradually the need to preserve and market the fish developed and the first fish buyers were 
Hanneson Brothers of Gimli. They put up an icehouse and paid the fishermen one cent per 
pound for pickerel. By 1892, the Sigurdson Brothers of Hnausa had started a fish-packing plant 
and were paying three and one-one half cents per pound. Their example was followed by 
Magnus Magnusson and Thomas Bjornson at Hnausa and Kristjon Finnson at Riverton. Now, 
most Icelandic settlers saw the winter-fishing cycle as a way to make cash money to pay their 
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taxes and supplement their home-grown food supply.51 In 1890, an Icelandic newspaper 
reported that there were about 3000 Icelanders fishing on Lake Winnipeg.52 The method of 
winter fishing was to prove a challenging and arduous way of life for them and their 
descendants. 

By the 1890s the fishermen had started traveling north along the shore to Grindstone and Bull 
Head. As the crews moved farther and farther north, a problem with transporting the fish catch 
arose. Teams of oxen carried the fish from Hnausa to Selkirk to Booth Fisheries, but the trip 
could take as long as seven days. Gradually the slow oxen were replaced by horses. The fish 
were stacked in boxes which were stacked in rows, covered with canvas and sent to points 
along the shoreline where they were packed in larger boxes and put on a freight train pulled by 
horses. In 1892, a snowplow was devised to clear a path for the fish trains. The lead team 
pulled the snow plow followed by the caboose, a traveling home where the men could eat and 
sleep and which had extendable canvas sides under which the horses could shelter at night. 

Many fishermen used dog teams to move their supplies off to camp and to retrieve their catch 
from the lake. The dog teams resembled huskies and were able to travel long distances. 

Fish train loaded with fish boxes, headed for Riverton. (Source: Archives of Manitoba, #269.) 

The fishermen created temporary canvas tent camps along the shore but these soon gave way 
to log cabins, erected if the same camp was to be used for a number of years. For those going 
straight east on the lake, the camp was usually a caboose on a sleigh, set directly on the lake, 
surrounded by barren white snow. Here, the freighters came to pick up their catch and leave 
empty boxes for refilling with fish. In January 1934, Steini Sigmundson set out from Riverton to 
Little Georges Island with a tractor and snow plow to set up his winter fish camp. He was 
probably the first fisherman on Lake Winnipeg to mechanize. 

From the parent colony at Gimli, the Icelanders moved to establish other settlements near 
water. Settlement at Selkirk began in 1880, on the shores of Lake Manitoba in 1885, and at the 
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Narrows of Lake Manitoba in 1890. The first Icelander to arrive on the shores of Lake 
Winnipegosis to check out the rumours of a rich fishery was Thordur Jonasson from Foss in 
Kjos in the Kjosar district of Iceland. His first fishing season was 1897-98. By winter 1899, 
fourteen Icelanders owned their own equipment on the lake. The first winter their catch had to 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Winnipegosis river front, 1920s. (Source: Winnipegosis History Book Committee, Reflections from Little 
Muddy River, p. 25.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A fisherman with his dog team on the Mossey River. (Source: Winnipegosis History Committee, 
Reflections from Little Muddy River, p. 27.) 

be transported to the railway at Sifton, 45 km away. The completion of the railway to 
Winnipegosis in 1897 was a boon to both the fishing and lumber industries. Icelandic fishermen 
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began to arrive from the northern United States, and the arrival of so many new fishermen 
resulted in a call for a limited number of licences to be issued for Lake Winnipegosis. The 
Grenon Fish Company was the first buyer to set up operations in Winnipegosis but it was 
quickly followed by Armstrong Trading Co, who bought Grenonôs business, and the North West 
Fish Company. There were smaller companies as well. Their number included the Icelandic 
Fishing Cooperative, and the Mindy Jonasson Company, both of which were short-lived 
because of the intense competition from the bigger players. 

While they began fishing in a subsistence economy, the Icelanders became the labour force of 
the commercial fishing industry. Over the years, the phrase, ñskilled fishermenò became 
synonymous with Icelanders. 

NATIVE FISHERY, POST 1870 

Native lifestyle included a dependency on fish. Their sled dogs represented a major use for 
subsistence fish harvests, possibly more than for human consumption.  Alex McQueen, 
Inspector of Fisheries for Manitoba, stated in 1885: ñI would strongly urge that the exportation of 
all fish, other than pike and catfish, be prohibitedéfor the following reasons:éOur supply, at 
ample remunerative prices, will be consumed by domestic requirementséthat a great source of 
food supply for our present inhabitants and in-coming settlers would be practically destroyed. 
The importance of the fisheries, as a source for food supply for the Indian population, can hardly 
be anticipated.ò 53 The 1886 Annual Report for Fisheries stated that ñIndian consumption for 
Manitoba and the Northwest Territories as a whole is estimated at 1,500,000 lbs.ò 54 
Subsistence fishing on Lake Winnipeg was ñpredicted at 200,000 pounds of fish (all whitefish) 
for home consumption by Indians and approximately 250,000 lbs. of other kinds of fish for home 
consumption.ò 55 It is not known if this included all Natives in the Lake Winnipeg area or just in 
the areas of Fisher River, Berens River, Jack Head and Dogôs Head. 

While the natives became suppliers of fish for fur-trade activities, they did not consider this as 
commercial fishing, but rather the selling of their surplus product. Every expansion of the fur 
trade, however, increased food needs and dependence on the fish stocks, especially during the 
fall fishery. Consequently, as the fur trade was extended, food needs did put a strain on the fish 
take. While it was argued that the Natives alone would never deplete the fish stocks, the traders 
and trappers might. Most of the fish used by the fur traders was purchased from Native 
fishermen. For example, while complaining that the white man was depleting their fishery, the 
Natives sold $3000 worth of fish to the Hudsonôs Bay Company at Fort Alexander in 1886.56 

In the northern part of Manitoba, fish supplied an important part of the Nativesô diets, but the 
only market for surplus fish was the fur trade. In the south, however, fishing could provide 
additional income for Natives who could sell their excess fish to settlers. For example, a 
fishermen on the Red River could catch 50-250 pike in a day and sell them for $1-$2 a hundred. 
57 The first record of Natives fishing for exchange value was witnessed by Inspector of Indian 
Agencies, E. McColl in 1881 at Lake St. Martin. He reported: ñThe reckless and improvident 
destruction of fish by Indians during the spawning season, more especially for the manufacture 
of oil for traffic, is gradually exhausting the supply, and will eventually deprive them of their 
principal source of subsistence.ò 58 Previously they had processed the oil for lighting and food 
but now they saw a market for their home-made product and in 1882, it was reported that they 
manufactured 1000 gallons, which were sold to traders.59 The Natives had obviously recognized 
the importance of the fish as a source of income. The Indian agent at Berens River in 1884 
reported the resentment the Natives felt towards the commercial fishing companies who ñif 
allowed to continue the destruction of whitefish and sturgeon at the present rate, will eventually 
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exhaust its supply and deprive them of their principal source of subsistence.ò60 Two years later, 
the agent would report that the Natives themselves were taking great numbers of whitefish and 
selling them to traders, thus helping to destroy their fisheries and means of existence.61 

Although the Natives had begun to use boats and nets to fish by the late 1880s, they were 
facing stiff competition from commercial fishing companies. As the supply of fish dropped in the 
lakes, the Natives complained to the Indian agents.62 Suffering from a decline in fishing incomes 
after 1881, at the same time that incomes from furs also declined, some Native groups asked 
for a fishing reserve with exclusive fishing rights for Natives. The request was denied.63 A few 
years later the federal government introduced fishing regulations aimed at conserving the fish 
supply. These restricted commercial fishing to the northern half of Lake Winnipeg, but applied 
the restriction to everyone, including Natives. The Natives believed their treaty rights were 
therefore violated. To add insult to injury, the Natives were required to obtain fishing licences 
even to catch fish for home consumption.64 An 1887 report stated that ñIndians can now dispose 
of their fresh fish, and obtain such requisites as pork, beef, flour etc., and do not require so large 
a number of fall fish to carry them over during the winter months.ò 65 The 1886 report on Natives 
at the mouth of the Dauphin River stated: ñThere were upwards of one hundred Indians 
engaged [in] fishing who traded their fish for flour, bacon, tea, tobacco, twine, clothing, &c., 
supplied from two stores.66  The availability of other foodstuffs reduced their reliance on fish. 
The acquisition of goods promoted Native participation in the commercial fishery. Just as they 
had traded their furs, they now were able to exchange their fish for profit. At Brokenhead, at the 
south end of Lake Winnipeg, trade was vigorous in 1884 as ñmen from Winnipeg came and 
bought the fish from them (Natives) at their doors giving good prices, they were therefore 
comparatively comfortable throughout the year.ò67  Perhaps the Native engagement in fishing for 
profit rather than food was forced upon them by the realization that the white fishermen were 
going to take the fish exclusively if they did not participate in the fish commerce. 

For centuries, Natives in the Berens River region had spread out each summer to fishing 
camps. These included sites at Lake Pikangikum, Poplar Narrows, Duck Lake, Pauingassi, and 
Little Grand Rapids.68 Here, family members met and lived together for the summer, in 
groupings of dome-like dwellings. It was a very social time for the Natives, with many 
ceremonies taking place, as well as the renewal of kinship ties. It was important for younger 
family members to be present in the fishing camps in order to learn the history of their people. 
This was one reason why Native parents resisted sending their children to residential schools. 

Sturgeon fishing provided a significant income for Natives, especially around the fur posts of the 
north. Historian Frank Toughôs research revealed that between 1825-1891 the Hudsonôs Bay 
Company traded 52,134 pounds of islinglass annually, taken from sturgeon brought to them by 
Native fishermen.69 Commercial sturgeon fishing peaked during the period from 1900-1906, with 
600,000 pounds caught each year, mostly in the north basin of Lake Winnipeg and in northern 
lakes. After 1910, the amount of sturgeon continued to fall, and along with it the incomes of 
Native fishermen.70 

The Natives at Grand Rapids, at the junction of the Saskatchewan River and Lake Winnipeg, 
were able to find employment in the Dominion Fish Company operated by Captain William 
Robinson of Selkirk. In 1886, about 100 Natives were employed in fishing, as well as others 
cutting the 1000 cords of wood required for Robinsonôs steamers, and cutting 3000 tons of ice 
for his freezers.71 While the amount of fish taken by Robinsonôs and two other companies 
provided employment for the Natives, it also aroused their fears that their subsistence would 
soon be destroyed. By the turn of the century, five fishing companies were operating out of 
nearby Horse (Selkirk) Island, and over 1000 people, mostly from Grand Rapids, gathered on 
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the island for fishing season. Whole families moved to the Island for the summer, a move which 
demoralized the Indian agent because it kept the children out of school. The women worked 
along side the men, boiling the whitefish intestines until the oil floated to the top. It was 
skimmed, bottled, and sold as far away as The Pas. Tents dotted the island and dances were 
held nearly every night.72 

The 1887 Fisheries Annual Report stated: ñThe quantity of fish used for home consumption 
he[the guardian] estimates at 200,000 lbs; caught principally by Indians during the close 
season, and 200,000 lbs. more may be added, used in feeding dogs, - all whitefish. No correct 
estimate can be given of other kinds of fish, but an approximate one places the catch at about 
250,000.ò 73 That totals 650,000 lbs of fish harvested in one district, Bullôs Head district of Lake 
Winnipeg. In another district of Lake Winnipeg, John Wood reported: ñ100,000 lbs of a total 
314,000 was sold to the trade. That leaves 214,000 lbs to be used for local use.ò74 This probably 
did not include the catch of those who were not licensed for commercial fishing, but fished for 
family needs. The 780 people from Berens River harvested 7510 kg; Brokenhead with 190 
people harvested 2450 kg; 430 people from Hollow River caught 3120 kg. Annual fish 
consumption per capita ranged from 7.3-12.9 kg/yr.75 

Detailed reports of Guardians (early versions of Fisheries officers) shed light on subsistence 
fishing. Guardian John Helgason, Gimli, reported 651,800 lbs of fish caught, with 461,000 lbs for 
local use, by 30-40 fishermen employed at fishing stations and 100 settlers fishing year round 
for own use. Guardian J.B. Johnson, Berens River district, reported five bands in his area 
caught 200,000 lbs. John Wood, Fort Alexander estimated 144,000 pounds, all species used for 
subsistence by Indians.76Again, these figures probably do not include fish caught by non-
licensed fishermen.  
 
Although twine nets were used by Natives from an early period, they were generally ineffective. 
Homemade, and never more than 300 yards long, the nets consisted of irregular mesh with 
many knots. Sometimes the nets were dyed, but not necessarily to camouflage them. Neither 
were the nets properly cared for; they often were left in the water to rot. The common practice 
was to set nets with wooden block floats or stone sinkers near home and crowd them together 
near the shore, often with one end anchored to the beach. These procedures contributed to a 
low yield of mostly coarse fish. The nets needed to be spread more widely and sunk deeper, 
and tended more carefully.  

Native fishermen lacked the capital to become competitive with commercial fish companies or 
even fish traders. As early as 1886, the Department of Indian Affairs had begun supplying twine 
and small boats to assist the Natives in pursuing fishing endeavours.77  In 1890, senior officials 
of the Department of Fisheries studied the issue of supplying subsidies to Natives so they could 
invest in larger boats which would allow them to fish in the open waters of Lake Winnipeg. In the 
end, the decision was made not to provide such assistance. However, without larger boats, it 
was difficult for the Native population to catch the 1.5 million pounds of fish they needed for 
home consumption from their tiny in-shore fisheries. With their reserve stocks depleted, they 
were forced to plead for treaty rights to fish anytime of the year. This would allow them to 
survive, not prosper.  

In 1891, the Indian agent at Berens River reported that: ñThe opportune and judicious 
restrictions placed upon fishermen by recent regulations of the Fishery Department, in limiting 
their operations for commercial purposes to the northern part of Lake Winnipeg, where they 
carry on immense traffic in the finest whitefish without interfering with the fisheries of the Indians 
in other parts of the lake have largely protected the interests of the Indians without diminishing 
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those of fishermen, who I am credibly informed, have exported more whitefish during the 
present season than in any previous one, and the Government is to be congratulated on having 
admirably succeeded in effecting an amicable solution of this intricate question which seriously 
threatened the most disastrous consequences to our impoverished Indian populations who were 
apprehensive of starvation if this unrestricted traffic continued much longer, unless they were 
supported out of the public treasury.78 

With more and more commercial companies entering the commercial fishery, it was only a 
matter of time before the supply of whitefish, the staple food of the Lake Winnipeg Natives, 
became scarce. The Natives became alarmed about the depletion of the whitefish which by 
1889 were ñnumerous north of Berens River but southward there were very few taken.ò79 
Concerning the reserves on the south side of the lake, the Indian agent reported : ñLast year, 
during the fall fisheries, although some of the Indians had as many as twelve nets of thirty 
fathoms each in length, they only caught from one hundred to eight hundred apiece of small 
whitefish; whereas, the previous year they caught with two nets of equal length from ten 
thousand to twenty thousand each for their winterôs supply, and during my inspection of the  

Robinsonôs Warehouse, Selkirk, 1890. (Source: Archives of Manitoba  #391.) 
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 Net Fishing from a canoe. (Source: HRB) 

reserves in the first week of October last scarcely any whitefish were caught in the southern part 
of the lake.ò 80 These serious declines in whitefish showed that the commercial fishery was 
species specific. The Natives were still able to catch other smaller species, such as pickerel, but 
it was the whitefish and its oil which they relied on primarily as a food source. 

At a council meeting with Fisheries Commissioner, Samuel Wilmot in 1890 at Little 
Saskatchewan (Dauphin) River, the Natives attempted to make him aware of the social 
disruption caused by the loss of the Native fishery. One chief stated: [We] canôt catch enough 
whitefish for our families up river anymore; all caught in mouth of river and in bay by white men 
traders for freezers. In old time plenty fish go up river and into St. Martinôs; could then catch 
plenty fish for families all along banks of river with small scoop nets, easy, but now canôt get fish 
that way anyhow ï fish too scarceébut white men must be stopped killing all fish with big nets 
at mouth of river and bay. Some young Indians want to work for freezer men to get money and 
spend it;é..but old Indians, squaws and children get no good, no work, no fish. Indians want big 
fish traders kept away from mouth river and bay with big steamboat fishing; let traders fish in big 
water out in lake, where Indians canôt go with small canoe. Young men and boy Indians get 
some good but old men and families get nothing to make up for great loss of winter food, which 
came up river very plenty old time before. Not much whitefish caught any time before 
September; very plenty after that in old time, before white man kill so many thousands at mouth 
of river in September and October. Indians canôt get fish plenty anymore through ice; got too 
scarce.ò81 

This Native interpretation of the problem was confirmed by Department of Indian Affairs' agents 
who were reporting the continual decline of economic conditions on the reserves, relating it to 
the loss of the fisheries. Inspector McColl wrote in 1889: ñInstead of the Indians being benefited 
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by the fisheries, I find the very opposite to be invariably the case, for not only is the supply of 
fish, upon which they primarily depend for subsistence being rapidly exhausted, but also the 
general condition of the Indians within this agency is getting apparently worse every year. Since 
the commencement of those fisheries their reserves are not properly cultivated, their gardens 
are frequently neglected and their houses deserted. At the approach of winter, when the fishing 
season is over, they return to their homes empty-handed and heavy hearted, to wander about in 
search of food to keep themselves and families from starving.ò82 

It was inevitable, then, that young Native men, living along the lake, would evolve into the work 
force for commercial companies. When fishing inspector McQueen reported in 1889 that 2000 
people had found employment in the fishing industry, people who had formerly fished for 
subsistence, no doubt many of these were Natives.83 And for the young men who went to work 
in the commercial fisheries, the pay, while appearing lucrative, was really not as great as it 
seemed because it was often paid in goods rather than cash. In 1889, missionary J. Butler from 
Berens River reported that ñIndians employed at C.W. Gauthierôs sturgeon fishery received 
$1.25 per day but that the actual cash value of a dayôs work, as represented in goods, only 
amounted to fifty cents.84 

DEVELOPMENT OF A COMMERCIAL FISHING INDUSTRY 

INTEGRATING THE NATIVE FISHERY AND THE COMMERCIAL FISHING INDUSTRY 

When the Natives began to sign treaties with the Canadian government, they believed that their 
traditional rights to hunt, trap and fish on unoccupied lands were guaranteed. Treaties 1 and 2, 
negotiated in 1871 and covering most of southern Manitoba, did not contain a term preserving 
these rights but both treaties promised twine and traps, implying to the Natives that fishing, 
trapping and hunting rights were preserved under the Treaties. They were also given ñoutside 
promisesò, assurances that they could continue these activities. Later, they were required by an 
1873 Memorandum to abandon all claims to ñoutside promisesò not included in the 
Memorandum, which in fact made no mention of hunting, fishing, or trapping.85 

Treaty 3, signed in 1873 and covering southeastern Manitoba, included the following provision, 
which was repeated in Treaty 5 and, with minor variations, in Treaty 4: 

ñHer majesty further agrees with her said Indians, that they, the said Indians, shall have right to 
pursue their avocations of hunting and fishing throughout the tract surrendered as herein before 
described, subject to such regulations as may from time to time be made by her Government of 
her Dominion of Canada, and saving and excepting such tracts as may from time to time be 
required or taken up for settlement, mining, lumbering, or other purposes, by her said 
Government of the Dominion of Canada, or by any of the subjects thereof duly authorized 
therefore by the said Government.ò86 

It appears that the treaty negotiators had promised the Natives that their traditional livelihood, 
which included trapping, hunting and fishing, would be undisturbed on the lands surrendered by 
the treaties. When white settlers appeared in a region, the Natives began to complain that these 
people were depleting the fish stocks. The inefficient methods of the Natives exacerbated the 
poor yields. When the Natives complained, the missionaries and traders generally prevailed on 
the white settlers to discontinue fishing. 

As other food sources disappeared, the Native dependence on the fishery led to more 
complaints that the Europeans were depleting it. Ebeneezer McColl, Manitoba Indian Inspector, 
reported in 1888: ñThe destruction of their fisheries by the white men was the burden of their 
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speeches and the eternal nightmare of their councils how the buffalo, the principal source of 
subsistence of their kindred on the plains was destroyed by the effective weapons of destruction 
furnished hunters by white men, and[they] implored me to use my influence with the 
Government to have their fisheries protected from being irretrievably ruined before it is too late.ò 
87 McColl termed the fishing practices then current in western Canada as a ñwholesale slaughter 
by speculators,ò and predicted dire consequences if it was not stopped.  Clearly the Natives 
believed they had a special claim on the fishing reserve. As commercial fishing increased, the 
complaints became more common. In 1887, the Department of Justice decided that the Natives 
must obey fishing regulations, but Indian Affairs insisted that the fall fishery be reserved for 
Native peoples. Violent arguments led to a fishery investigation in 1890, and another 
Commission in 1910.88 
 
Commissioner Samuel Wilmot reported in 1890: ñThe Indian tribes under the control of the 
Department of the Interior claim that many parts of the lake which formerly supplied them with 
the requisite abundance of fish-food are now showing depletion by reason of the excessive and 
wholesale fishing carried on by certain large fishing corporations.89 The Department of Fisheries 
decided that under the treaty stipulations, the Natives were bound by fishery regulations the 
same as other Canadians, but because they had enjoyed continuous fishing for such a long 
period, rigidly enforcing the regulations would lead to hardship, so Natives should  be given 
licences to permit fishing for their own immediate use. An effort was made to give them total 
control over the fall fishery. 

In 1891, following the fishery investigation, commercial operations were limited to the northern 
portion of Lake Winnipeg, where the whitefish were taken in great numbers. But the Native 
fisheries in other parts of the Lake were largely protected. The Natives continued to consider 
themselves exempt from regulations concerning the fishery. According to Samuel Wilmotôs 
advice, no financial help was given by the Department of Indian Affairs to allow Natives to 
purchase the larger boats they would have needed to participate in the lake fishery. Without 
these boats, the Natives were left to procure the estimated 1.5 million pounds of fish they 
needed annually for home consumption from the tiny inland fishing resources within the 
reserves which they were eventually granted. 
 
By 1912, the Natives on the east side of Lake Winnipeg were employed by the fish companies 
on Lake Winnipeg, as well as fishing for their own use. During World War I, as the value of fish 
and fur doubled, the Native economy in the north greatly improved.  The Natives around Lake 
Winnipeg were working on company boats for a straight wage, or in other instances, the 
companies supplied them with boats and nets, paying them $1.00 cash or $2.00 in trade goods 
for 100 whitefish. These fish were then resold for 50 times that amount and exported to the 
United States.90 By 1921, the Natives of Berens River, like other communities, had become part 
of the commercial fishery as fishing became ña more and more important factor during the past 
four or five years, and considerable income has been derived from it.ò 91 The Department of 
Fisheries annual report for 1914-15 stated: ñAt the mouth of the Winnipeg River we have the 
Indian reservation of Fort Alexander, with a population of about 700 Indians. These Indians 
catch fish during the whole year, using nets of about 100 yards. In September, 1915, nine 
fishermen were granted licenses and caught 24,671 pounds of pickerel, 1,137 pounds of 
jackfish and 318 pounds of catfish. In November, 12 fishermen were granted licenses and 
caught 11,000 pounds of pickerel and 10,125 pounds of tullibee.ò92  This shows 700 people 
caught 21,478 kg of fish in two months, but the whitefish, on which their diet had depended, was 
absent. 
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The largest sturgeon ever caught in Manitoba was over 15 feet long and weighed over 400 pounds.  It 
was caught in the Roseau River in southern Manitoba in 1903. (Source: James Waddell, Dominion City 
Facts Fiction and Hyperbole, p.70.) 
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A Native was not a natural commercial fisherman. He had to learn to tend his nets and use 
correct procedures. Although dependent on the domestic fishery for food for dog and man, the 
Natives, especially in the North, did enter the commercial fishery and by the 1960s, some had 
an income above average, especially in fisheries which required little overhead costs, such as 
the Lake Winnipeg pickerel fishery, and the fall fishery. But Natives involved in fishing received 
relatively little assistance from Indian Affairs and were therefore at the mercy of the private 
dealers.93 An Icelandic fishing family, the Kristjansons intentionally built their station at Poplar 
Point, near enough to the Poplar River reserve so that the Natives could work for them. The 
Natives had almost no motor boats so they would camp close to the Kristjansonsô station each 
summer to work with them rather than the large fish companies. Ted Kristjanson, a fisherman 
on Lake Winnipeg all his life, related the following story about Native fishermenôs prospects in 
1927: ñNot all the native fishermen possessed nets that could be used to catch pickerel. 
Fortunately Stein and Dad had brought some 4 ½ inch mesh nets suitable for catching pickerel. 
These they rented to the native fishermen with the agreement that they work on a 50/50 basis; 
half the fish caught went to the natives and half to Stein and Dad. Hannes and I, who had some 
4 ¼ inch mesh nets stored at home (Gimli), recognized a good deal and lost no time in having 
the nets shipped to us. In a very short time we had two natives fishing on a 50/50 basis, a total 
of 4 skiff fishermen.ò94 
 
In 1930, when the Natural Resources Transfer Agreement gave control of Public lands and 
natural resources to western provincial governments, Manitobaôs provincial government 
assumed legislative control over proprietary interests in public and private fisheries within their 
boundaries. Jurisdiction over those aspects of fishing which did not relate to proprietary 
interests remained with the federal government. To protect Native fishing and hunting rights the 
following was part of the agreement: 
In order to secure to the Indians of the Province the continuance of the supply of game and fish 
for their support and subsistence, Canada agrees that the laws respecting game in force in the 
Province from time to time shall apply to the Indians within the boundaries thereof, provided, 
however, that the said Indians shall have the right, which the Province hereby assures to them, 
of hunting, trapping and fishing game and fish for food at all seasons of the year on all 
unoccupied Crown lands and on any other lands to which the said Indians may have a right of 
access.95 

 
 
 
Native fishermen delivering fish to 
airplane for freighting. The tripod is 
being used to weigh the fish. 
Suwanee Lake, 1954 (Source: Gord 
Emberley.) 
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The Fisheries Act, passed in 1932 and amended in 1970, regulated all Native fishing rights, but 
the Natives were also subject to the legislation of the provincial government. A later 1981 
Supreme Court decision would rule that a status Indian who was fishing for food in Manitoba, on 
land to which he had a right of access, was rightfully convicted of fishing out of season under 
the Manitoba Fishery Regulation.96 

During World War II, Native fishermen once again made a good living, either as hired help or as 
independent fishermen. After World War II, as more northern lakes were opened to commercial 
fishing due to improved transportation methods, commercial fishing became an increasingly 
important part of the Native economy. Some effort was made by Indian agents to help Natives 
become fishermen, as at South Indian Lake in fall 1946. Here, Indian Affairs Branch equipped 
families with clothing, food, corks, leads, jiggers etc. worth $35,000. Because of the guidance 
provided, this equipment only depreciated by 50% in the first year, (quite good). Fish sales were 
handled by the agent and sold to a private firm at The Pas. The second year, the buyer broke  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
Fish packing shed at Grand Rapids, with fish waiting to be sorted. (Source: Water Stewardship, Fisheries 
Branch Collection C10573.) 

his verbal contract, reduced prices and Indian Affairs accepted them, resulting in a loss and 
dampened enthusiasm, so the program was dropped. 97 In 1948, reserves adjacent to lakes in 
the Clandeboye agency (west side of Lake Winnipeg) enjoyed revenue of approximately 
$62,000 while in the northern agency of Norway House, the earnings from fishing were 
estimated at $45,000; Natives in the Portage la Prairie agency earned $3660 from fishing.98 

In 1959, the Island Lake summer operations, in connection with a privately owned filleting plant, 
returned $80,000 to the local Natives. Representations made to the provincial government 
resulted in the opening date of winter fishing on Godôs Lake being changed so that trapping and 
fishing in the area could be integrated to greatest advantage. The government even offered a 
program to help the Natives purchase fishing equipment. In 1960, with the new lakes being 
opened, the loan program, and the development at Island Lake, the Natives in the region, for 
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the first time, derived more income from fishing than from trapping. Throughout the region, 730 
Native fishermen fished commercially, and earned roughly $433,000.99 This progress in one 
area was offset by the closing of pickerel pockets on Lake Winnipeg as a conservation measure 
the same year. To cope with the problem, Fisheries Branch furnished trap nets to the Natives 
and instructions on how to use these new methods of fishing. One instructor and five Native 
fishermen operated out of Berens River. Another fish freezer was brought into operation at 
Godôs Lake and at least half a million pounds of fish were taken in the region in 1963. 
 
With the formation of the Freshwater Fish Marketing Corporation, Native fishermen were in a 
better position. In 1970, 1,863 Native fishermen in the Western Canadian freshwater region 
(Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Northern Ontario), produced over nine million pounds of 
fish, worth $1,669,752.100 In 1972, there were only 1,539 Native fishermen working for the 
FFMC, but their production had increased to almost 11 million pounds, worth $1,863,911.101 

 

Northern fishermen at Suwannee Lake holding Lake Trout, part of their abundant catch in 1955. (Source: 
Gord Emberley.)  

 
A 1970-74 survey found that in southern Manitoba approximately 60% of the commercial 
operators on Lakes Manitoba and Winnipegosis were non-Native, while 40% were Native or 
Métis. On Lake Manitoba, approximately 41% of the hired men were non-Native while 59% were 
Native or Métis. On Lake Winnipegosis 31% of the hired men were non-Native while 69% were 
Native or Métis. On Lake Winnipeg 55% of operators and 87% of the hired men were Native or 
Métis, while 45% of the operators and 13% of the hired men were non-Native (primarily 
Icelanders).102 
 
A survey undertaken in 1984 of fish consumption among Native peoples living along Lake 
Winnipeg showed that fish, especially whitefish, were still a major staple food in remote Native 
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communities.103 This was an interesting fact, given the depletion of the whitefish stocks in Lake 
Winnipeg between the years 1883-1968. The reduction of whitefish quotas in 1972, however, 
has led to increased harvests since 1980.104 

BEGINNING OF COMMERCIAL FISHERY 

Commercial fishing first began in Manitoba in 1872 when a few enterprising men ñbuilt a half 
decked boat of some tonnage and with drag seines and other nets, made several trip from 
Winnipeg to the Little Saskatchewan River where they established a fishing station.ò105 Their 
objective was to supply Winnipeg with fish, fresh and salted. The venture was unsuccessful 
because the market was still very limited. 

In January 1872, W.T. Urquhart, clerk of the North West Council of Winnipeg, estimated that 
70,000 - 80,000 whitefish were taken from Lake Winnipeg, 30,000 fish annually were taken at 
Fort Alexander, 40,000-50,000 fish were taken from Lake Manitoba by Métis, and the extra were 
sold in Winnipeg. Whitefish were selling for about four cents per fish.106 Urquhart also referred to 
sturgeon taken near Grand Rapids as well as at Fort Garry. These were used for extracting 
sturgeon oil which was used for machines. A 50-pound sturgeon yielded about one gallon of oil. 

In spite of the burgeoning new industry, the federal Department of Marine and Fisheries was 
reluctant to regulate fisheries in the inland waters of western Canada. As late as 1878, the 
Department had not yet extended federal fishing laws to the western interior. The only 
representative of the Department was Donald Gunn. He died in 1878, and was replaced a year 
later by a Crown Timber Agent, who was already over-extended by duties and territory. By 
1880, the fishery was valued at $300,000 but there was still no attempt to properly control it. 
Finally, in 1882, two part-time guardians were appointed. By this time, years of high water 
levels, followed by years of drought, had had a deleterious effect on shallow lakes like Lake 
Winnipeg. These problems were compounded by the appearance of white fishermen, mostly 
Icelanders, and by fish buyers who acted as intermediaries for the emerging American 
companies. 

Local people and Indian agents had been asking for effective regulations for years. Finally the 
government appointed a fishery officer for lakes Manitoba and Winnipeg. The officer, H. 
Martineau was also an Indian Agent so he was familiar with the fishing sites around Lake 
Manitoba. His efforts to close the fall spawning grounds of Little Saskatchewan River, while 
successful against Natives, were less so against whites, who ñscooped and dragged whitefish 
by thousands daily during the fall.ò 107 When Martineau attempted to stop this illegal fishing by 
confiscating whitefish in the possession of a buyer, the Superintendent of Fisheries in Winnipeg 
released the catch and gave the man, David Clarke, the authority to engage in the fishery for 
1883. Even protests from the Inspector of Indian Agencies did not bring a retraction. By 1884, 
due to the alarm over depleting stocks of whitefish, some semblance of control had to be 
exerted, and a full-time fisheries inspector for Manitoba, Alex McQueen was appointed. 
McQueen would demonstrate concern for the Aboriginal plight and protection of the fishery. 

This protection was especially needed during the spawning season.  In 1883, 72,867 pounds of 
whitefish were exported, at four cents per pound; by 1884 this amount had risen to 359,000 
pounds, exported at less than four cents per pound. Winnipegôs North West Council clerk, W.L. 
Urquhart, concerned about the effect of such sales on fish supplies for Winnipeg residents, 
strongly urged that such exportation be disallowed. Whitefish sold in Winnipeg for eight cents; 
sturgeon for 10 cents, and pickerel or pike for three cents each.108 Inspector McQueen asked for 
a licensing policy, stating: ñTo supply the foreign markets from our by no means inexhaustible 
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lakes, would in a few years so deplete them and a great source of food supply for our present 
inhabitants and incoming settlers would become practically destroyed.ò109 

 

Basket of whitefish. (Source: Water Stewardship, Fisheries Branch Collection C56.) 

 

ARRIVAL OF COMMERCIAL FISH COMPANIES 

The inhabitants along the shores of Lake Winnipeg were able to obtain large quantities of 
whitefish from the lake and sell them on the Winnipeg market.  But in 1881, as soon as railways 
were in place, large commercial interests, which had already depleted the fish stocks in Ontario, 
began to exploit the fish stocks in Lake Winnipeg.  Daniel F. Reid and David Clark of 
Collingwood set up the first commercial operations at the south end of the lake in 1881. These 
men brought with them experience on the Great Lakes and shipping to American markets. They 
started operations with a 32-foot sailboat, and supplemented their catch with fish purchased 
from Icelanders. Six years later, the two men owned two steam tugboats, two barges and six 
sailboats. They operated two freezing plants and two icehouses at West Selkirk, plus one each 
at East Selkirk, Swampy Island, and at the mouth of the Little Saskatchewan. In 1887, Inspector 
McQueen estimated their investment at $24,450.110 

Clarke and Reid were not the only fish buyers in Manitoba. Hugh Armstrong began buying fish 
from his trading post at Poplar Point. In 1886, he exported 200,000 pounds of whitefish, pickerel 
and jackfish taken from Lake Manitoba. With favourable prices and the successful marketing of 
western Canadian freshwater fish on American markets, American firms wanted to assure 
themselves of an adequate supply. The firm of C.W. Gauthier Co., out of Windsor, Ontario and 
with strong American connections, began operations on Lake Winnipeg in 1886 with three 
sailboats. They sent 50,000 pounds of fish to Windsor and on to American markets. In 1887, 
they expanded operations with a large steam tug, a barge, 10 sailboats, four freezing plants and 
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icehouses at Selkirk, Swampy Island, and another at the mouth of Little Saskatchewan River. 
By 1889, they had added a second steam tug, three sailboats, two small boats and pound nets 
for catching sturgeon, giving them an investment of $40,000.111  Gauthierôs also went into 
whitefish oil production and sturgeon canning, even producing caviar at Pigeon Lake and Grand 
Marais. This was marketed in New York for 60 cents per pound.112 Gauthierôs produce was 
shipped to Kansas City, Chicago, Minneapolis, Detroit, New York and Buffalo. Gauthierôs 
employed 40 white fishermen, 30 Métis, and 100 Natives, operating at Swampy Island and the 
Little Saskatchewan River.113 

 

Fishing Fleet, Selkirk, 1930. (Source: Archives of Manitoba #384.) 

A local Selkirk man, but with strong American connections, Captain William Robinson entered 
the industry in 1887, when he purchased Reid and Clarkeôs vessels and stations, and began 
tapping the waters of Grand Rapids as well as the Little Saskatchewan. Robinson also had 
lumber, transportation and trading interests along Lake Winnipeg and fishing was a natural 
addition to his commercial empire. 

Daniel Reid, after the death of his partner in 1887 and the sale of their companyôs assets, 
continued operations under the company name, Reid and Co. With these commercial 
companies all tapping the resources of Lake Winnipeg, exports to the United States rose 
steadily to 2,000,000 pounds in 1888.114 A growing portion of the catch from independent 
fishermen was sold to the commercial companies and sent southward. No ban on exports was 
implemented. In fact, the amount of exports to Ontario and United States quadrupled between 
1884 and 1890.115 Of the whitefish catch, two million pounds were shipped to the United States 
while 80,000 pounds remained in Canada. 

The fishing methods of these early companies were decidedly wasteful, based on the 
assumption that the fish supply was limitless. The company boats left their nets down too long 
and often wasted their catch because of a lack of refrigeration in the proper places.  Indian 
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Agent Mackay estimated that one third of the catch was wasted, and found this waste 
unconscionable, given that Native fishermen were receiving so little for their catch. There was 
suspicion that a cartel was formed by the two large companies to prevent small fishermen from 
reaping the benefits of their catch. Dr. George Orton, a health inspector for Department of 
Indian Affairs wrote in 1889: ñThese large fishing firmsé.control the price paid by the people of 
the province for fish, and while only giving 2 cents a piece for the finest whitefish to the poor 
Indians and others who catch for them, it is said they have a combination with the vendors by 
which the price is kept up.ò116 

Control of Manitobaôs fishery did not lie with the Manitoba commercial companies, but rather 
with large American interests who were co-owners. Americans were not allowed to hold licences 
to fish in Canadian waters and hence the formation of behind-the-scenes partnerships. On the 
American side, all Canadian fish imports were subject to a tariff. American companies avoided 
this tax by claiming that the fish were caught in American nets.117 There seems little doubt that 
by 1889 Manitobaôs fisheries were considerably controlled by American interests, who exhibited 
little concern for the long term stability of the resource. For example, Gauthierôs was controlled 
by Windsor and Detroit businessmen and Robinsonôs was a subsidiary of Booth Fisheries in 
Chicago. By 1890 some important changes had occurred in company ownership which gave 
total control of Manitobaôs fisheries to American interests. The owners of Gauthier Co. 
engineered a bankruptcy so a new firm could take over the companyôs assets without assuming 
the debts owed to workers and suppliers. Investigations revealed unscrupulous dealings but this 
altered nothing. The assets of Gauthier were transferred to the Manitoba Fish Company, whose 
incorporation was not blocked. Booth Fisheries purchased the Selkirk Fish Company and 
increased its fleet worth from $800 to $22,000. Robinsonôs company (backed by Booth) was 
reformed in 1887 as the Dominion Fish Co. which began to buy up smaller local companies. 
Gradually all the smaller companies on lakes Winnipeg, Manitoba, and Winnipegosis were 
purchased by the Booth/Dominion Fish Co. who had reached an agreement concerning 
independent fishermen and the ultimate distribution of fish. 

In 1890, the Lake Winnipeg fishery was centered midway up the lake, and on Selkirk Island at 
the head of the lake, the southern parts having been somewhat fished out. The principal 
headquarters of the commercial companies were at Berens Island, Reindeer Island, and at the 
mouth of the Little Saskatchewan River. At Berens Island, with a natural harbour on the 
southern side, two firms owned extensive icehouses and freezing houses, as well as landing 
piers for their steam tugs and barges. Similar works existed at Reindeer and Selkirk Islands. 
The most extensive works were located at the mouth of the Little Saskatchewan River where 
two companies had large icehouses, freezers, and piers on either side of the river. The most 
important whitefishery was at the mouth of the Little Saskatchewan where the fish congregated 
before going up the river to St. Martinôs Lake, their natural breeding ground. The fishing 
companies took one-third of their catch in the narrow confines of the bay where they had their 
nets stretched. The residents of a small Native reserve at this point complained to Samuel 
Wilmot in 1891 that due to the huge catches made by the fish companiesô nets, there were no 
longer enough fish to feed their families.118 

At the turn of the century there were at least two non-American controlled firms. J.K. McKenzie 
Fish Co. Ltd., which later became the Imperial Fish Company, was formed in 1901. The 
Northern Fish Company was also founded that year by William Guest, a fish retailer who had 
battled the Dominion Fish Co. which had tried to drive him out of business. By 1912, the 
Northern Fish Company had grown to include 36 sailboats, two tugs, one freighter, a passenger 
steamer, freezing plants and icehouses.119 But the majority of its stocks were eventually owned 
by Buck Eye Fish Company, a subsidiary of Booths. 
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Selkirk Wharf, 1921. (Source: Archives of Manitoba #341.) 

As the fish stocks disappeared, little heed was paid to men such as Samuel Wilmot, the 
Dominion Commissioner of Fish who warned that fish stocks were being jeopardized by 
increasing the annual catch to over three million pounds.120 A new commissioner, appointed in 
1895, was more optimistic. The local Member of Parliament for Selkirk, George Bradbury 
classified Commissioner E.E. Princeôs loyalties by saying: ñIf he had been a paid official of that 
great American combine he could not have done more to assist in the destruction of the 
fisheries of Lake Winnipeg than he did.ò121 In 1898, Selkirk resident, F.W. Colcleugh was 
appointed Inspector of Fisheries for Manitoba. His warnings of depleted stocks in the south end 
of Lake Winnipeg were also ignored by the federal authorities. Another inspector, W.S. Young, a 
close associate of Robinsonôs, saw no problem with the fish stocks in 1900. That same year 
individual fishermen formed the Fishermanôs Protective Union in an attempt to get a fair deal for 
Manitobaôs fishermen. 

Sturgeon Fishery: While the emphasis in this time period was on whitefish, after 1900 the 
sturgeon fishery was also pressed vigorously, and as the price of sturgeon doubled, so did the 
fishing effort. Whitefish and sturgeon from Manitobaôs waters were considered to be of almost 
unparalleled quality. In the 1920s, Manitobaôs sturgeon was even considered superior to 
Russian sturgeon on the American market.122 Sturgeon fishing on Lake Winnipeg was 
conducted mainly in the vicinity of Berens, Pigeon, and Bloodvein rivers.  The season ran from 
June 15th to October 15th. Nets were used almost entirely, a legal mesh being 12 inches 
extension measure.123 

Catches on the major lakes and rivers quickly fell off, but Manitoba still had great expanses of 
virgin waters teeming with sturgeon. One of these fisheries was at Lac du Bonnet, which 
opened up in 1910 and was exploited to the extent of 173,000 pounds in one year.124 The trend 
towards stock depletion continued so drastically that the sturgeon fishery was closed from 1910-
1916, when it was reopened as a war measure. There were good catches for three years but 
the catch then fell off due to depletion. High prices for sturgeon, at 45-60 cents per pound were 



42 

maintained between 1922-1928, resulting in more intensive fishing and a need to examine the 
long term sturgeon situation. 

 

Wolverine and tugs, at Selkirk. (Source: Archives of Manitoba #382.) 

 

String of sturgeon, showing the size of the great fish. (Source: Water Stewardship, Fisheries Branch 
Collection  C10554.) 

 
The rich fishery at Lac du Bonnet, which peaked at 194,000 pounds, dropped off until it was 
only 90 pounds in 1933.125 Production thereafter shifted to northern lakes, around The Pas and 
the Nelson River.  In the 1920s, some sturgeon was taken from Lake of the Woods at Buffalo 
Bay as well. The sturgeon fishery was good around Kettle Island at the mouth of the Nelson 
River, and along the river all the way to Hudson Bay, into the 1930s.126 
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Although able to live for up to 150 years, sturgeon is very slow at maturing, not reaching sexual 
maturity until 22-25 years old. They live in shallow water which confines their concentration to 
specific parts of a lake. When spawning season arrives they travel to the swift water at the base 
of a falls. Here, they are easily caught, making the species particularly susceptible to over 
fishing and depletion. Icelandic fisherman, Ted Kristjanson remembered the largest sturgeon he 
ever saw in his life as being caught by a Native from the Poplar River reserve and weighing over 
200 lbs. Kristjansonôs father purchased the fish from the Chief and the Anglican missionary from 
the reserve, but the transaction was very hush-hush, because the fish had been caught out of 
season.127 In 1925, Kristjansonôs father and his partner went to Pigeon River, considered at that 
time the best sturgeon fishery on Lake Winnipeg. At the falls, six miles up the river, the sturgeon 
congregated in the spring and Kristjansonôs crew caught a large number of sturgeons well out of 
season. The catch was so plentiful that the men "had sturgeon thrashing around in the bottom 
of their skiff, so that they had to stand on the rowing seats, otherwise they ran the risk of having 
their legs broken or badly bruised. It must be remembered that the sturgeon they had in that 
small skiff weighed up to eighty pounds.ò128 

In an investigative report prepared in 1936 by Department of Natural Resources staff, it was 
recommended to establish a controlled sturgeon fishery in which a special permit was given to 
only a few men and these were to be chosen to be trained as resource managers. The sturgeon 
fishery would be limited to 10,000 pounds per year, these to be taken from different areas, each 
fished once every eight years.129 

 

Killing sturgeon at Sipiwesk Lake, 1954. (Source: Gord Emberley.) 

Goldeye Fishery: Maximum abundance of goldeye in North America was centred in the area 
around Lake Winnipeg, Lake Winnipegosis and the delta of the North Saskatchewan River. 
Goldeye are always found in shallow muddy bays formed at the mouth of turbid streams or the 
streams proper. They run upstream shortly after the ice breaks, to spawn in 3-4 feet of water in 
pools with a hard mud bottom. Some spawning is along the shores of suitable lakes. 

Fresh goldeye is not particularly palatable, but around 1890, it was discovered that its flesh was 
well adapted to smoking, which made it quite delicious. The species was scaled, brined, dyed 
red to simulate red snapper, and smoked in an oak smudge. Between 1926 and 1929 more than 
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one million pounds were caught and marketed. After 1930, production dropped to between one 
quarter and one half that amount.130 This was not due to a decrease in the market but rather a 
decrease in the species. The entire catch was taken in gill nets of between 3.75 and 4.25 inch 
mesh, with winter fishing producing greater poundage than summer fishing.  During winter the 
fish stay close to the water surface and feed during the night. For this reason, fishermen 
ñdouble-corkò their nets and fish during the evening and night. On fast flowing rivers, fishermen 
float small pieces of net, about 20-30 feet long, but sufficient to catch 200 pounds of goldeye 
overnight. 

The goldeye fishery was later affected by the development of power dams on large rivers on the 
prairies. Such dams cause silt to build up in river mouths and along lake shores, affecting 
spawning beds. Another factor was the use of gill nets of 3.75 inches, which were too small, 
catching immature females. The gill net size was later officially set at a larger mesh. 

PROBLEMS WITH THE FISHERY 

The beginning of the 20th century brought increased fish prices due to improved transportation 
networks and an expanding market. The result was an increase in equipment for all the 
companies, as more and more fishermen were put on all the lakes, in search of whitefish which 
were in particular demand in eastern markets.  In 1904, the result was a record catch of 
whitefish on Lake Winnipeg at 5.2 million pounds, as well as increased catches on Lake 
Winnipegosis, at 6.1 million pounds, and Lake Manitoba at 4.9 million pounds. The latter 
amounts represented increases of 100% and 75% respectively.131 

This rape of the lakes could not continue. Yields from the summer season fell as a result of the 
increased catches taken in the two other seasons.  In 1905, an Order-in-Council prohibited the 
summer fishery on Lake Manitoba. Lake Winnipegosisô summer fishery was closed the following 
year.132 There were many reasons why this decisive course was taken. Certainly the idea that 
fish stocks might be depleted to feed the market was one reason, but there were others. There 
was less spoilage in the winter fishery due to natural refrigeration. The winter fishery required 
less investment, thus allowing farmers to be employed as fishermen in their winter off-season. 
The government, however, did not like the idea that farmers, lured by the great prices for fish, 
might forsake agriculture for fishing. By making fishing employment available only on a part-time 
basis anywhere but on Lake Winnipeg, it lessened the chances of that likelihood. 

These changes in regulations, accompanied with a particularly bad winter, led to a marked 
decrease in the catch from 1906 onward. The impact of the financial crisis, caused by the 
reduced catches and low market prices, led the American companies to reorganize their 
Canadian activities. The result was greater Canadian control of assets, but not the marketplace, 
which continued to be dominated by Americans who were the purchasers and the distributors of 
the product, as well as the suppliers of credit. These people continued to control the prices paid 
for Canadian fish. 

Canadian companies found it difficult to find a Canadian market as large as the American one, 
or wholesale companies to replace the American ones. Local retail prices were high because, it 
was believed, the middlemen, or wholesalers, took a cut of at least three cents per pound. The 
high prices on the local market were a reflection of the product control by American middlemen. 
But the emphasis in this time period was on white fish and among Canadians, only Aboriginal 
people seemed to value this product as a food source. It was not the fact that the catch was 
being consumed by Americans and denied Canadians which caused concern among Canadian 
businessmen and politicians, but rather that the profits from the industry went south with the 
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product. Faced with lower than usual catches and low profits for Canadian fishermen, in 1909, 
the federal government appointed a commission to investigate the state of Manitobaôs fishery. 

The 1909 Commissionôs interim report highlighted problems with stock depletions, the monopoly 
and American control of the inland fishery. It recommended sweeping changes, including the 
suspension of summer fishing, and stated: ñThe Manitoba fisheries have been unduly controlled 
by foreign fish operators who have indicated the price of fish and have secured the major 
proportion of the profits.ò133 Between 1909 and 1911 the Commissioners did an about face, in 
part due to pressure from Selkirk citizens and politicians.134 The ban on the summer fishery 
would have greatly impacted the economy of Selkirk, which, along with Gimli and Westbourne, 
was one of the few towns along the lakes to reap any economic benefit from the fishery. The 
fishing fleets were staffed out of those centres, and sufficient citizens from these areas were 
involved in the fishery to reduce dependence on Aboriginal labour. Since the real profits from 
the fishing trade went south to America, the only benefits to local fishermen were in the form of 
salaries for independent fishermen and company managers. Spin-off industries from fishing 
included boat and box manufacturing as well as transporting. 

The commission did not address the question of foreign ownership. Historian James Mochoruk 
suggests that this omission might have been tied to the fact that the Liberal government of 
Wilfred Laurier was attempting to negotiate a reciprocity agreement with the United States at the 
time of the Commission and did not want to give offense.135 There was no doubt that the fishing 
industry was dependent on the American market. Fully 75% of the product was going to the 
United States. In the twenty years from 1887-1907, the value of Manitobaôs annual fish catch to  

 

Northern Fish Company tug boat on Lake Winnipeg 1922. (Source: Archives of Manitoba, #545.) 

Manitobans had risen from $129,084 to $806,615. This amount of money represented the worth 
of the efforts of approximately 5000 people engaged in some way in the fisheries, not just the 
2000 fishermen who actually caught the fish. Of course, this was the amount the American 
companies paid for the product, not what they sold it for. Most of the value was in the whitefish 
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haul, which could not be sustained for much longer without ñmore persistent fishing and the use 
of excessive amounts of gearò, according to the Commissioner of Fisheries, E.E. Prince.136 

Nevertheless, as railway transportation expanded in the province, providing better lake and 
market access, there was a 25% increase in commercial fishing licences in the early 1920s. 
Production over the previous 30 years had expanded by 360%. Fishermen and fish companies 
had tripled their investment in boats, nets and shore facilities.137 By 1929, Manitobaôs total catch 
was 39 million pounds, valued at $2.6 million, with an equipment investment worth over one 
million dollars, and providing employment for almost 5000 men.138 

THE CORRELATION BETWEEN COMMERCIAL FISHERIES AND TRANSPORTATION 

Since the commercial fishery was centered on Manitobaôs big lakes rather than its rivers, the 
need for transportation systems to move the fish to the southern markets was crucial. Lake 
Winnipeg is one of the worldôs largest freshwater lakes and its storms can offer up waves as 
high as an ocean. The lake has been a major travel route throughout Manitobaôs history. Native 
canoes, first used to travel the lake, were replaced by large flat-bottomed York boats in the 
1800s. The Hudsonôs Bay Company began using steamers such as The Colville after 1860. 

The Icelandic settlers entered the freighting business with The Victoria, purchased by Messrs. 
Fredrickson and Jonasson in 1878. Jonasson went on to build several boats, which he used in 
his logging and fishing enterprises on Lake Winnipeg. In 1897, the brothers Stefan and 
Johannes Sigurdson constructed the 155-ton boat, Lady of the Lake, a freighter and passenger 
ship, and the largest boat built by the early Icelandic settlers.139 Soon both Riverton and Selkirk 
had developed ship-building industries, producing large lake schooners as well as fishing boats. 

 

The freighter Goldfield. (Source: Water Stewardship, Fisheries Branch Collection, C13.) 

According to J.B. Johnson, a fisherman on Lake Winnipeg for over seventy years, the first boats 
the Icelanders constructed were made from the lumber of the scows which brought the 



47 

Icelanders to the new settlement at Gimli. The boats were barge-like in construction, with a 
square stern and prow, and two pegs for oarlocks. The oar was placed between them and 
square boards were attached to the oar to keep it in place. The skiff, or ñbyttaò in Islandic, which 
were the second series of fishing boats, were ñ12-14 feet long and about 5 ½ feet wide, with 
square stern, pointed prow and two thwarts, on which two rowers could sit side by side. One or 
two men fished from the skiffs, which had two or sometimes three oars.ò140 
 
In the early years, the Icelandic fishermen used sleighs pulled by dogs for the winter fishery. 
Usually the sleds were 12 ft long by 3.5 ft wide, with a crate on top. Captain John G. Steven 
introduced toboggans which he used for freighting.141A team of sleigh dogs, of various species, 
usually numbering five or six, could pull a load of 300-400 pounds on ice. On steel runners, J.B. 
Johnsonôs team once pulled a 1200-pound load.142 These sled dogs only lasted five or six years 
before their strength was gone and they had to be replaced. In all that time they were never 
allowed any freedom.143 In an important side story of history, the Icelandic fishermen were 
considered so adept at choosing and training dog teams that Antarctic explorer, Sir Ernest 
Shackleton hired them to secure 100 sled dogs for his 1914-17 expedition.144 

In the fishing stations, flat bottomed boats and sailboats were used. The fall fishing was 
undertaken with sailboats. These were generally half-decked, around 26 -32 feet long, equipped 
with two masts. Because they cost about $400, they were usually rented from the fish 
companies who brought them from eastern Canada. These boats had no equipment except an 
anchor and rope. 
 

 

Part of Warrenôs Landing fishing fleet, 1924. (Source: Archives of Manitoba, #553.) 

Each mast, mainly made in Gimli or Selkirk, carried one sail. When there was no wind, tug 
boats, varying in size from 10-25 tons, towed the sailboats out to the nets and if the wind had 
not come up, returned to tow them after the nets had been lifted. The boats had a centre board 
ñaft to the rear mast with a box on either side, extending down 3-4 feet and manoeuvrable, 
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being pushed up or down by means of a metal rod with a grip as much as 3-4 feet in a side wind 
to prevent drifting.ò145 The boats used rocks for ballast. If the men caught a lot of fish, they 
sometimes had to throw the rocks overboard. Regardless, the rocks had to be continually 
shifted to keep the balance, because if the lake was rough the boats could roll over.146 These 
sailboats were later converted and engines were installed. It was then that pilot houses were 
added to the boats. The wooden hulls were replaced by steel hulls.  Many of the skiffs used 
daily by the fishermen were light carvel-built rowboats, costing about $15. These were generally 
used in the southern part of the lake, mainly in the fall season. They were popular during the 
1930s when the Depression placed the expense of gasoline motors to propel the skiffs beyond 
the financial resources of most fishermen. Native fishermen rarely could afford gasoline motors, 
and usually rowed their boats to their nets.147 

During the whitefish season, most fishermen rented their boats from the companies for $250 a 
season.148 The wooden boats averaged 40 feet in length with a beam of 10-12 feet. The bow 
was flared and the stern square. The motor was mounted well astern of midship. Above the 
motor, a small deckhouse provided some shelter for the crew. It was about seven feet long and 
about six feet high, but opened to the stern. The forward wall of the wheelhouse had a small 
window and a large door. Along the low-walled deck, hatches covered the partitioned holds into 
which the fish were deposited. The area astern of the deckhouse also had a low wall. It was 
from here that the nets were set, and here that meals were prepared. 
 
During the 1920s and 1930s, gas boats replaced the sailboats used by the fishermen, giving 
them greater mobility on the lake. Some boats had the motor below deck and it was reached 
through a hatch cover. These often had a small bunk area fitted along the part wall. In the  

 

Fishing station on Lake Winnipeg, 1920s. (Source: Archives of Manitoba, #591.) 
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1950s, the motors were usually converted automobile motors of 1930s vintage. They provided 
adequate power even if they lacked fuel efficiency. Speeds of 9-11 m.p.h., for a fuel 
consumption of 3.5-5 gallons per hour, were normal.149 A few marine motors, the most common 
variety being St. Lawrence, Gray and Vivian, were used. Diesel engines were first installed in  

 

A motorized whitefish boat on Lake Winnipeg. (Source: Water Stewardship, Fisheries Branch Collection, 
C58.) 

larger fishing boats during the 1950s and many fishermen using 30-45 foot whitefish boats 
began to use net lifters, thus reducing operating costs. All motors presented a fire hazard 
because of the gasoline used to fuel them.150 

Freighters were used to haul logs, lumber and fish from the northern ends of the lake to the port 
of Selkirk. Most of these boats were owned by the commercial fish companies, but some were 
owned by local Icelanders involved in the freighting business. In 1926, a tug named S.S. Garry 
made three trips a week, plying the route from Black Bear Island south to Little Head Point, to 
Big Bull Head Point, to Granite Quarry and on to Selkirk, picking up fish from several different 
companies. It could carry 500 boxes, each holding 125 pounds of fish, on her deck.151 

Due to the sudden storms that arose on the lake, there were many tragedies involving fishing 
boats and freighters on Lake Winnipeg. The earliest involved the Keewatin, which foundered in 
1890, resulting in the death of two mounted police. The Princess sank in a storm in 1906, with 
six lives lost. In 1965, the freighter, Suzanne F. capsized and sank with eight lives lost. These 
are just some examples of the potential treachery of the lake. Consider then, how many 
fishermen in smaller boats lost their lives while fishing on the lake.152 

J.B. Johnson recalled a horrendous series of storms in late October, 1910 when the Mikado 
(later the Grand Rapids) was taking fishermen to their winter fishing stations on Lake Winnipeg. 
When the first storm hit, the Mikadoôs captain took shelter in Berens Island harbour which 
proved unsafe. 
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During the night, a north-east gale blew the ship around, shattering its rudder and leaving it 
stranded on nearby shallows. The captain knew the Wolverine, on a similar mission, would be 
arriving soon. Unfortunately, it too had been hit by the storm and forced into nearby Berens 
Island, where it struck a reef and broke its rudder. Since no other boats would be arriving this 

 

Iôm Alone, a fish-hauling boat on Lake Winnipegosis, owned by the H.W. Grenon Fish Company. 
(Source: Winnipegosis History Book Committee, Reflections from Little Muddy River, p. 33.) 

 

 

The freighter Wolverine docked at Black River, 1914. (Source: Archives of Manitoba, #406.) 
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late in the season, several men, including Johnson, took a skiff and rowed to Berens Island to 
find a campsite. Another storm hit while they were on shore, carrying their skiff away. They used 
two lifeboats from the Mikado to try to reach the Wolverine. With great difficulty the men were 
pulled aboard the ship. When it was Johnsonôs turn, the heaving of the boat threw him into the 
water where his heavy clothing and poor swimming skills nearly caused him to drown. Just at 
the last moment he managed to grab an oar and be pulled to safety. The fishermen went ashore 
and made camps, which could be moved once the ice had frozen. Both ships however, spent 
the winter marooned in the ice until spring when they were towed to dry dock in Selkirk.153 

There was a connection between the ship building-industry at Collingwood, Ontario and the 
boats used on Lake Winnipegosis. Several of the shipbuilders had come from Collingwood and 
captains such as Captain Coffey of the S.S. Mockingbird and the Lottie S, and Captain William 
Mapes, had seen service on the Great Lakes before relocating to Lake Winnipegosis. The S.S. 
Manitou, built with material from Collingwood, plied Lake Winnipegosis from 1900-1942, 
carrying loads of 70,000 pounds of fish, with the weight of the boxes and ice doubling this.154 

The Manitou also carried outward all the supplies for the winter fishing season, leaving port on 
October 5 every year.  Her load included families, supplies, horses, sleighs and fishing 
equipment. On one occasion in 1908, there were 90 dogs on board, as well as many horses. 
Once the fishing camps were reached the unloading of the horses presented quite a problem. 
Most often they were driven off the boat into the cold water and had to swim to shore. The 
shock occasionally killed them. This explains why farmers were unwilling to lease their horses 
for work in the winter fishery. 155 

 

The Iôm Alone undergoing construction to lengthen it. (Source: Winnipegosis History Book Committee, 
Reflections from Little Muddy River, p. 35.) 

J.B. Johnson remembered seeing a train of twenty teams of oxen moving across Lake 
Winnipeg.  Later, horse trains hauled the fish across the lakes. Two or even three teams would 
pull the heavily loaded sleigh. The teams were rested by changing the draft horses, usually at 
noon. A freight train might consist of eight to twelve sleighs, each sleigh carrying up to 150 
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boxes of fish, weighing 100-110 pounds each. There would be a snowplow at the front and a 
caboose at the back of the train.156 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The freighter, Wolf, being loaded with fishermen and their families bound for the fish camps on Lake 
Winnipegosis. The boat was owned by the Mindy Jonasson Fish Company. (Source: Winnipegosis 
History Book Committee, Reflections from Little Muddy River, p. 43.) 

 
The freighter, Wolf, towing fishing boats behind it as it leaves Winnipegosis bound for the fish camps. 
(Source: Winnipegosis History Book Committee, Reflections on Little Muddy River, p. 44.) 


