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Prepared By: Sheldon Ratuski, Community Technician
Study Area:
The study area focused on during this project was the section of the Winnipeg River 
between the Norman and White Dog dams.

Participants: 
Interviews were conducted with twelve elders from the Dalles community. 
Participant selection was organized by the community project coordinators, who are 
also members of the Dalles band council.  Participants were selected based on the 
intimacy of their knowledge of the study area’s river system, of sturgeon harvesting 
activities within the study area, and the length of time spent in the study area. 
Based on these criteria, community elders who have lived in the area the longest as 
well as elders who have guided on the river were selected.  Each participant was 
assigned a random number to maintain a level of anonymity.  The community 
project coordinators were given a table linking each participant’s name to their 
number.

Interview Sessions:
Twelve one on one interview sessions were conducted between February 17 and 
March 2, 2010.  A community project coordinator was present at each interview to 
translate and clarify communication between the interviewer and participant as was 
required.
The sessions were conducted as semi-structured interviews, where a set general 
outline of questions and topics were investigated each time. 

1. Personal History:
a. Where were you born?
b. How long did you live there?
c. Where did you move to then?

[Questions b and c were then repeated until the participant had outlined all 
the places they had lived and the periods of time spent at each.]

d. How long have you lived at Dalles?

The rest of the interview questions were then structured to follow the person-
al timeline of the participant’s movement in and out of the study area.

2. Personal nutrition and cultural significance of sturgeon:
a. How often did you eat sturgeon?
b. What time of the year did you eat sturgeon?
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c. How was the sturgeon prepared for eating?
d. Was sturgeon used for medicinal purposes?
e. Who was involved in the sturgeon harvest? (family/community)
f. Describe the process of the sturgeon harvest.

i. When
ii. Where
iii. Materials/methods used

g. How was the sturgeon distributed with the community?
h. Do you know of any ceremonies or feats involving sturgeon?
i. Do you know of any traditional songs or stories involving sturgeon?
j. Do you know of any traditional place names associated with sturgeon?
k. What was the economic significance of sturgeon? (trading and selling)

3. Impressions of the Government’s interest in bringing sturgeon back to the re-
gion:

a. What do you think about sturgeon being listed under the Species at 
Risk Act?

b. What do you think a recovery plan for sturgeon should focus on?

Recording Methods:
The audio from the individual interviews was recorded using a digital voice recorder 
and then stored on a password protected USB storage device by the interviewer for 
the duration of the project.  Copies of the audio files were then recorded to a data 
CD and given to the community project coordinators, and the original files held by 
the interviewer were deleted.  

Written transcripts of the interviews were created by the interviewer in order to 
properly identify the themes used to organize the information gathered during the 
project.  Hardcopy and digital copies of the transcripts were given to the community 
project coordinators at the completion of the project.

During the interview sessions participants were asked to mark the location of any 
spatial information they had regarding sturgeon or the harvesting of sturgeon on 
Mylar overlaid National Topographic Survey (NTS) maps (scale 1:50000).  These 
markings were then digitized by the interviewer and then compiled into maps. 
While information was recorded that fell outside the spatial and thematic scope of 
the project, only the information pertaining to sturgeon within the study area were 
included in this report.  Separate maps containing the rest of the spatial information 
recorded during the sessions were compiled and given to the community project 
coordinators.  During the interview sessions more than one elder commented on the 
difficulty of associating their knowledge of the landscape to the spatial features 
represented on the NTS maps, and would have been more comfortable sharing their 
knowledge while out on the river. 
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Interview Summaries:

Elder #: 1 Date interviewed: February 17, 2010
Time spent in 
study area

• Born and raised on Dalles in 1944 and has lived on the 
Winnipeg River ever since.  Never spent much time north 
of Minaki but family did have a log house on Gun Lake.  

Experience with 
sturgeon in study 
area

• Grandfather and father fished for sturgeon in the spring 
time and caught one every 2 weeks, 3 weeks at the most; 
4 or 5 sturgeons were caught in a summer.   Although 
sturgeon was often caught near Dalles they also traveled 
quite a bit to find sturgeon in the surrounding area, as far 
south as Rideout Bay.  Someone would always camp near 
where the hooks were set to check them.  Once a sturgeon 
was caught they would go and get the whole family to help 
with the harvest.  The sturgeons caught by the grandfather 
were so large (4-4.5 feet long), small cedar tug boats were 
made to bring them to shore.  After the first sturgeons 
were harvested in May they would keep the eggs in jars 
and spread them around the river in canoes to encourage 
spawning.  Sturgeon was a big part of the whole 
community’s life.  During childhood there were about 300-
400 people living in the area and a lot of people were 
fishing for sturgeon.

• Father stopped fishing for sturgeon in the 1970’s because 
they knew something was wrong with the water.  Today, 
sturgeon can be seen every spring surfacing along the 
shore of the Dalles around May. 

Knowledge of 
sturgeon harvest

• Early spring, when there is still ice floating on the water is 
the best time to catch sturgeon.  Hooks are the best way to 
catch sturgeon, strung about 2-2.5 feet apart on a long 
line.

Experience of 
Sturgeon outside 
study area

• N/A

Contribution to 
Map_Points

• 3-15

Nutritional/ 
Medicinal Value of 
Sturgeon

• Sturgeon is a very rich fish so you can only eat a little at a 
time.  If you eat a lot of sturgeon at once you will get sick. 
Sturgeon used to be boiled or smoked.  The grandmother 
would split open the sturgeon heads and bake them with 
wild onions on top.  The sturgeon eggs would be mixed into 
bannock to make a type of cake, which was sometimes 
used as birthday cake.  Sturgeon was mostly eaten in the 
summer but would also be stored for winter by digging 
deep holes (nearly 7 feet deep) in the ground, where it 
could be kept cool.  Ice stored in icehouses was sometimes 
used to help preserve the raw sturgeon and other foods 
stored in these holes.  Lots of people were storing sturgeon 
this way, and there never used to be a shortage of 
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sturgeon. 
• Sturgeon was also used to trade for other kinds for food 

with the non-First Nation farmers in the area.  The 
Ukrainian farmers used to love the taste of sturgeon and 
would trade things like potatoes, carrots, and chicken eggs. 
Sometimes the kids would go to the farms and help collect 
the eggs in exchange for sturgeon. 

• Sturgeon was used as a medicine to cure whooping cough, 
and would also be made into a soup for babies.  The 
grandmother would sometimes fry sturgeon and store the 
drippings in jars to spread on bannock and feed to people 
when they were sick. 

Cultural Value of 
Sturgeon

• Small groups of extended family would live together.
• There were many jobs involved with the sturgeon harvest 

such as making and mending nets, sharpening hooks, and 
building drying racks.  Watching and participating in the 
sturgeon harvest, along with other food gathering activities 
such as harvesting wild rice, was a way the older people 
could pass knowledge down to younger generations.  All of 
the children participated, and took their turn doing 
different jobs; there were no idle teenagers at that time.  

• Sturgeon was always served during special feasts or 
ceremonies, such as Treaty Day when families from all 
over would gather in Rideout Bay and share food. 
Sturgeon was also what was eaten for Christmas dinner.  

• The family use to sell sturgeon at the local fish markets in 
Kenora and Keewatin. 

Opinion of 
government’s 
recovery strategy

• Since the paper mill has shut down and stopped polluting, 
it would be worthwhile to try and bring the sturgeon back. 
It would be exciting to see the sturgeon come back.

Suspected reason 
for depletion of 
sturgeon

• When the water gets too shallow, or maybe the pollution

Elder #: 2 Date interviewed: February 18, 2010
Time spent in 
study area

• Born at Dalles and lived there until 1958.  Returned to the 
area sometime around 1965-1966 and lived near Rideout 
Bay and Old Fort Island, traveling up and down the river to 
and from Minaki selling fish, rice and blueberries. Returned 
to resettle Dalles during the late 1970’s and has live there 
ever since.

Experience with 
sturgeon in study 
area

• Does not really remember much about sturgeon while 
growing up, mostly ate bullheads. 

• Has been very involved in organizing the annual release of 
25,000 sturgeon fry into the river system between 2005-
2009.

Knowledge of 
sturgeon harvest

• N/A
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Experience of 
Sturgeon outside 
study area

• Father used to go up to Kettle Falls, on the other side of 
the White Dog dam, with 22-rifle and shoot sturgeon 
during the 1950’s and 1960’s.  The sturgeon would get 
stunned and float down stream where someone would be 
waiting to bring them to shore.

• While living in Whitefish Bay during the early 1970’s a 
community member had caught a sturgeon that was about 
8-9 feet long.  Pictures of the sturgeon are in the archives 
at the Treaty 3 office.

Contribution to 
Map_Points

• 19, 20, 22-27

Nutritional/ 
Medicinal Value of 
Sturgeon

• Have only eaten sturgeon once when it was brought up to 
the reserve by Jo Hunter.  It was smoked and had a very 
rich flavor.  You can not eat too much or you will get sick, 
so they are more of an appetizer.

• Sturgeon is also used as a medicine, as long as you don’t 
eat too much.

Cultural Value of 
Sturgeon

• Sturgeons are part of the water clan system, and are one 
of the oldest.  Father’s sisters are part of the sturgeon 
clan. 

• During the release of the sturgeon fry into the river 
ceremonies are conducted by family members.  Small 
offerings were placed in the water, such as tobacco.

Opinion of 
government’s 
recovery strategy

• The best way to see if there are still sturgeon in the area 
would be to set up underwater cameras in the channel 
going into Black Sturgeon Lake to watch the activity in the 
spring, summer and fall.

• Attention should also be paid to the shallow waters, and in 
the wild rice stands, where the young sturgeons are a 
likely to seek refuge from larger predatory fish.  

• It is going to take a long time, more than 10 or 15 years, 
before anything comes of the restocking efforts being 
made today, so everyone will need to be patient.  

Suspected reason 
for depletion of 
sturgeon

• Sturgeon populations were decimated during the late 
1800’s and early 1900’s because of over fishing.  The 
sturgeons were burned by the railroad to generate steam. 
Sturgeon eggs were also more valuable than a gold mine 
to investors during that time.

Elder #: 3 Date interviewed: February 18, 2010
Time spent in 
study area

• During the 1950’s moved down to Dalles so father could 
cut pulp in the winter, and then to Minaki in the summer 
and fall where father was a fishing guide.  Started guiding 
on the river with father around 1964, and has worked on 
the river from mid-May to late September ever since.

Experience with 
sturgeon in study 

• Does not remember anyone ever fishing for sturgeon on 
the river.
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area • Has seen sturgeon surfacing near Rough Rock Channel 
while guiding, sometime around July in the late 1970’s 
early 1980’s.

• Almost caught a sturgeon that was in a weedy shallow 
area in July or August

Knowledge of 
sturgeon harvest

• N/A

Experience of 
Sturgeon outside 
study area

• Has friends from White Dog that go down to Caribou Falls 
and do not have any trouble still catching sturgeons today 
without any.

Contribution to 
Map_Points

• 16-18

Nutritional/ 
Medicinal Value of 
Sturgeon

• People used to boil it.

Cultural Value of 
Sturgeon

• People would have had sturgeon at any special feats, such 
as Treaty Days or the election of the Grand Chief.

Opinion of 
government’s 
recovery strategy

• It may already be too late for the sturgeon, they should 
have already started years ago.

• The government should see what other First Nation 
communities are doing to harvest and manage sturgeon 
and learn from them (i.e. net sizes).  

Suspected reason 
for depletion of 
sturgeon

• N/A

Elder #: 4 Date interviewed: February 17, 2010
Time spent in study 
area

• Moved to Dalles around 1986 and has been living 
there ever since.

Experience with 
sturgeon in study area

• Saw sturgeons surfacing several times over the 
course of one summer in the 1960’s near Rough Rock 
Narrows while working up there. 

Knowledge of sturgeon 
harvest

• Sturgeon like a sandy bottom

Experience of Sturgeon 
outside study area

• Remembers hearing about sturgeon being kept near 
Caribou Falls in large enclosures made of rock, in the 
shallow waters along the lake shore.  People would 
hatch the sturgeon eggs in these enclosures, grow 
them until they were about 5-6 inches long and then 
release them.  

• In 1999, during a hunting trip to Pickle Lake, near 
Sioux Narrows, 20 sturgeons, each about 4 feet long, 
were caught over the course of a couple of days.  The 
nets were set above sandy bottoms, because stur-
geon do not like the mud.

Contribution to 
Map_Points

• 1, 2
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Nutritional/ Medicinal 
Value of Sturgeon

• Very rarely ate sturgeon while growing up at Eagle 
Lake and Rat Portage. Remembers dad sometimes 
buying sturgeon from someone on the Red Lake road.

• The last time eating sturgeon was about 10 years ago 
after the Pickle Lake hunting trip.  It was boiled with 
the skin on, which peels off after its cooked, and 
shared with the community.  It is a very rich fish with 
a good flavor. 

Cultural Value of 
Sturgeon

• N/A

Opinion of 
government’s recovery 
strategy

• Does not think it is a waste of time to try and bring 
the sturgeon back, but suggests using traditional 
methods like the rock enclosures used to raise stur-
geons, instead of using machines.  With their aborigi-
nal beliefs, some people do not believe in the technol-
ogy the government uses, they should use the old 
ways that were working before.

Suspected reason for 
depletion of sturgeon

• N/A

Elder #: 5 Date interviewed: February 17, 2010
Time spent in study 
area

• Born at One Man Lake in 1941, but has lived entire life 
along the river. Grew up moving back and forth be-
tween Dalles and Rideout Bay, about 3 or 4 times a 
year, with extended family harvesting sturgeon and 
other traditional resources from the land.  

• In the winter time they would camp near Laurenson’s 
Bay, to harvest pulp.  There were about 100 people 
living there for the winter.  

• Continued this cycle until the early 1970’s, when com-
mercial fishing became too difficult because of the 
pollution.

Experience with 
sturgeon in study area

• Remembers there being a lot of sturgeon in the area 
and everyone on the reserve would go after them be-
tween early May and August.  

• They used hooks, and other families used nets.  
• The sturgeons being caught were about 4-4.5 feet 

long and would require a lot of help bringing them to 
shore.  

• A large hoop-snare tied to a thick stick was used to 
move the sturgeon to shore, and 2 canoes were need-
ed, with 2 people per canoe.  Once on shore anyone 
who wanted to come and help could, it was not just 
family.  

• If the sturgeon was going to be sold at the fish market 
they would keep them alive overnight by stringing a 
line through the sturgeon’s mouth and gill, and then 
anchoring the line to shore.  Early in the morning the 
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sturgeon would be killed and gutted and then taken to 
the market by canoe.  All of this needed to be done 
very early so that the sturgeon would stay fresh.

• Sturgeons do not stay in one place for long, so people 
had to keep moving around to find them.  If they did 
not catch anything for about a month they would 
move on.  

• By the 1970’s it was really difficult to catch sturgeon, 
and most people stopped trying to catch them. 

Knowledge of sturgeon 
harvest

• Sturgeons are very sensitive and will not go near an 
area where there are a lot of people or to an area that 
is not clean.  To catch sturgeon the hooks would be 
set far enough from the campsites so people would 
not scare them, but close enough that they could be 
watched, to make sure no one was stealing.  

• Also, the nets and lines have to be kept very clean, 
and the bait has to be changed every 4 days or the 
sturgeon won’t come.  When the bait is changed the 
old bait can not be left in the water or the sturgeon 
won’t come.

• Sturgeon like muddy bottoms, so before hooks were 
set in an area a large rock would be lowered down to 
the river bottom on a rope and then brought back up; 
if the rock had mud on it that’s where the hooks would 
be set.

• Hooks would be anchored to the shore between the 
rocks and set about 30 to 50 feet from the shoreline 
depending on water depth

• Hooks would usually be set at a depth of 10 feet

Experience of Sturgeon 
outside study area

N/A

Contribution to 
Map_Points

• 28-31, 33

Nutritional/ Medicinal 
Value of Sturgeon

• Every part of the sturgeon was eaten, even the head. 
It was boiled or smoked but not fried.  

• A lot of people used to smoke it and dry it for winter.
• A soup made from sturgeon, potatoes and wild rice 

was used as a medicine for sick people.
Cultural Value of 
Sturgeon

• When a new line of hooks or net was set most people 
would leave an offering of tobacco, and even when 
sturgeons were plentiful they were not over harvest-
ed.  

• The sturgeon harvest was central to family and com-
munity life on the river between Rideout Bay and Lau-
rence’s Bay.  When a big sturgeon was caught in the 
summer time it would be cut up and shared with ev-
eryone.  There were also lots of jobs around camp that 
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were shared between families such as making and 
mending nets, and smoking the sturgeon meat.  

Opinion of 
government’s recovery 
strategy

• It’s a good idea that they are trying to bring the stur-
geon back now that the mill is gone because now the 
sturgeon will stay and survive.

Suspected reason for 
depletion of sturgeon

• Pollution from the paper mill made the sturgeon move 
farther north to cleaner waters.

Elder #: 6 Date interviewed: February 18, 2010
Time spent in study 
area

• Moved to Minaki around 1958, and became a fishing 
guide in 1959.  Guided on the river around Minaki and 
Dalles until 1999.  Winters were spent cutting pulp at 
Dalles. 

Experience with 
sturgeon in study area

• Grandparent used to tell of catching sturgeon in Black 
Sturgeon Lake.

• Father used to catch sturgeon around Minaki and Ride-
out Bay.  Around Minaki they would build a rock enclo-
sure to hold them in the shallow water along the 
shoreline.  Not too sure what would happen to the stur-
geon after that, maybe they sold them or ate them.

• Never heard of anyone catching sturgeon around the 
Dalles, but maybe the older people who have passed 
away would have known.

• Would see several sturgeons surfacing nearly every-
day in the early summer, while guiding around Rough 
Rock Lake from 1960 to about 1965.  They would be in 
all of the bays feeding on mayflies.  Then all of a sud-
den they were all gone.

•   
Knowledge of sturgeon 
harvest

• N/A

Experience of 
Sturgeon outside 
study area

• Remembers people catching and eating sturgeon while 
living up in White Dog.

• Used to visit family living along the English River in the 
late 1940’s - early 1950’s who were catching sturgeon 
in nets.  The sturgeons were about 4 feet long.

• Heard a story from Casey Kelly about Casey’s dad Al-
bert and Archie Fisher catching 100 sturgeon up by 
One Man Lake in the 1950’s or 1960’s.

Contribution to 
Map_Points

• 34-47

Nutritional/ Medicinal 
Value of Sturgeon

• Sturgeon meat was either boiled or smoked. Most food 
was boiled in those days (1940’s and 1950’s)

• Sturgeon was really only eaten on special occasions
Cultural Value of 
Sturgeon

• While living in White Dog, when a sturgeon was caught 
it would be shared with everyone the same way a deer 
or moose would have been shared. Some people would 
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even go around delivering the pieces of sturgeon to 
others.  It was an exciting event when someone 
brought home a sturgeon.

• Not aware of any feasts or ceremonies involving stur-
geon, or any medicinal uses for sturgeon. 

Opinion of 
government’s 
recovery strategy

• It’s a good idea to bring the sturgeon back, especially 
for our grandchildren.

Suspected reason for 
depletion of sturgeon

• Before the mills and dams there used to be a lot of 
sturgeon in the river.  The pressure against the dams 
may be crushing the sturgeon.

Elder #: 7 Date interviewed: February 24, 2010
Time spent in study 
area

• Born at Dalles in 1951, and lived there until around 
1958.  Returned to Dalles around 1995 or 1996 and 
have been living there ever since.

Experience with 
sturgeon in study area

• While growing up at Dalles, 4 or 5 sturgeons would be 
caught in a year.  The boats used to catch them were 
about 10 feet long, and the tails of the sturgeon would 
be sticking out the backs of them.  

• The family would go down to Old Fort Island about 3 or 
4 times a summer to sell sturgeon and other fish at the 
markets in town.  They did not need to follow the stur-
geon, they used to catch them very close to their home 
on the Dalles.

• Between 1996 and 1998 or 1999 their father would tell 
them to go down to the water by Dalles and see the 
sturgeon swimming up close to shore and surfacing. 
This would occur about 2 or 3 times in the summer, 
when the weather was changing or a thunderstorm was 
coming.  I was the only time the grandchildren had the 
chance to see sturgeon.  They would say they look like 
whales.  The sturgeons have not been back there since.

Knowledge of 
sturgeon harvest

• N/A

Experience of 
Sturgeon outside 
study area

• While in White Dog a sturgeon was caught about once 
a week during the spring and summer.  Their uncles 
and aunts living in White Dog were fishermen, which is 
why their grandparents sent them there to learn.  

Contribution to 
Map_Points

• 51-53

Nutritional/ Medicinal 
Value of Sturgeon

• Grandparents would smoke and dry the sturgeon meat 
and then salt it and pound it until it was very thin, like 
paper.  After this they would store in deep holes dug in 
the ground for winter.

• The eggs of the sturgeon would be mixed into bannock 
to make cakes, like rice crispy squares.  

• Sturgeon is not something you can eat too much of at 
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once because it’s too rich.  It is best to eat only once in 
a while like at ceremonies or when someone come to 
your home to visit.  

• While living in White Dog sturgeon was eaten about 
once a week.

• The spinal chord of the sturgeon used to be cut up into 
small pieces and shared with everyone, as it was said 
to be the part of the animal with the most medicine. 

• The oil from the sturgeon was also collected for medici-
nal purposes.  Once the sturgeon was cut open the 
grandmother would scrap the oil out and keep it in jars. 
The oil was thick like motor oil and would be used for 
different things like arthritis.  The older ladies would 
also put it in their hair, and the hair of the children.

Cultural Value of 
Sturgeon

• Before anyone goes after sturgeon they have to do a 
ceremony or feast so they can have a successful catch 
for the whole season.  

• You can not just take and take you must also give 
something back.  This is why ceremonies would be per-
formed before any type of harvest where people would 
offer food and tobacco into the water.  

• While growing up at Dalles 3 or 4 families would work 
together to harvest the sturgeon.  The men would go 
and harvest the sturgeon while the ladies were getting 
ready to prepare and clean the fish.  During this time 
big bonfires would be built so that people could sit 
around and work into the night mending and making 
nets, and cleaning the fish.  Everybody would share 
whatever they killed, that’s just the way it was.  

• The sturgeon was traded with other First Nations from 
White Dog and Shoal Lake for different types of food, 
herbs and medicine; there was never any money in-
volved.  

• Around Dalles a single family would include about 8 
people: the couple, the grandparents, and 4 or 5 chil-
dren.  There were about 5 or 6 families who would all 
know each other and live in the same area.

• While living in White Dog it was important that the 
young people got involved in the sturgeon and other 
harvests, so that they could learn how to do traditional 
things from the elders.  When a sturgeon was caught 
near the shore someone would whistle a particular way 
to let everyone know a sturgeon had been caught. 
Lots of people would come down to see and help with 
cleaning it.  Some people would barter with the person 
who caught it, if they needed it for some reason. 

Opinion of 
government’s 
recovery strategy

• The first step needs to be finding out why did the stur-
geon go away, and why they are so small now.
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Suspected reason for 
depletion of sturgeon

• N/A

Elder #: 8 Date interviewed: February 19, 2010
Time spent in study 
area

• Have lived at Dalles for over 30 years.

Experience with 
sturgeon in study area

• Since moving to Dalles they have gone out every year 
on the river from Rideout Bay to Minaki trying to catch 
sturgeon with a rods and large minnows  but hasn’t 
seen or caught one yet. 

Knowledge of 
sturgeon harvest

• Sturgeons go where there is a current and deep water.

Experience of 
Sturgeon outside 
study area

• Grandfather and father were commercial fishermen on 
Lake of the Woods who would occasionally set special 
smaller nets to catch sturgeon.  

Contribution to 
Map_Points

• N/A

Nutritional/ Medicinal 
Value of Sturgeon

• Would eat sturgeon about twice a month while growing 
up at Rat Portage.  The sturgeon was most often 
boiled.  A lot of sturgeon was also dried to preserve it 
for the winter.

Cultural Value of 
Sturgeon

• Mother used to make the children watch how she pre-
pared the food for winter so that they would one day 
be able to do it for themselves.

• Father used to teach the children all of the traditional 
Ojibway names for the fish they caught and how to 
mend and care for the nets.

• When a sturgeon was caught it was kept just for the 
immediate family.

• Father would perform a ceremony for all of the fish he 
would catch at the beginning of the season.  He would 
sing an old traditional song and prepare two offerings 
with little pieces of each type of fish he was going to 
catch.  He would put the fish on birch bark with a little 
tobacco and place one in the water and bury one in 
clean ground. 

Opinion of 
government’s 
recovery strategy

• It is worth the effort to try and bring them back be-
cause people use them for their feasts and ceremonies. 

• The water is starting to get cleaned up, but the water 
levels might stop the sturgeon from coming back.

Suspected reason for 
depletion of sturgeon

• The paper mill poisoned the water and that’s what has 
killed the fish.

Elder #: 9 Date interviewed: February 19, 2010
Time spent in study 
area

• Moved to Dalles around 1977 and have lived here ever 
since.
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Experience with 
sturgeon in study area

• Have not seen or heard of anyone catching sturgeon 
since living at Dalles 

Knowledge of sturgeon 
harvest

• Sturgeon could not be harvested around Rat Portage 
because of all the boat traffic.

Experience of 
Sturgeon outside 
study area

• While living in Shoal Lake and Northwest Angle as a 
child, they remember their parents used to often har-
vest sturgeon in the summer/

Contribution to 
Map_Points

• N/A

Nutritional/ Medicinal 
Value of Sturgeon

• Would eat sturgeon once a week during the spring and 
summer while growing up in Shoal Lake and Northwest 
Angle during the late 1940’s and early 1950’s.  Stur-
geon was never eaten in the winter.

• Some ladies would boil it and others would fry it
• After moving to Rat Portage in the 1950’s they did not 

eat sturgeon or wild game any more, and started eat-
ing store bought food for the first time.  It was at this 
time they started getting sick with pneumonia.  They 
do not remember getting sick before this and blame it 
on the change in diet. 

Cultural Value of 
Sturgeon

• While in Shoal Lake and Northwest Angle the start of 
the sturgeon harvest, like all of the other seasonal har-
vests, was marked with a ceremony.  All of the families 
who were living together would make a big circle and 
food was laid out on blankets in front of a bonfire.  The 
elders would be talking and the kids had to be quite 
and listen; it was very serious.  

• 3 or 4 families would move around together harvesting 
different things, and everyone would share whatever 
they got.  All of the work, like drying and mending the 
nets was shared by everyone.  The elders would teach 
the younger people how to do things, there were 
teachings in everything they did.

• The parents would never sell or trade anything they 
harvested.  They would always say that everything 
needed to be kept for winter.

Opinion of 
government’s 
recovery strategy

• It is good that they are trying to do something to bring 
the sturgeon back. There are sturgeon around other 
First Nation communities so it would be good if those 
other communities worked with Dalles to bring the 
sturgeon back to this area. 

Suspected reason for 
depletion of sturgeon

• N/A

Elder #: 10 Date interviewed: February 25, 2010
Time spent in study 
area

• Born at Dalles in 1948, and lived there until around 
1955.  Moved back to Dalles in 1982 and have lived 

13



there ever since.
Experience with 
sturgeon in study area

• Would watch both grandfathers harvesting sturgeon by 
setting hooks right near where the Dalles marina is 
now.   The sturgeons they were catching at that time 
were about 6 feet long.

• Remembers seeing sturgeon swimming up along the 
rapids near the Norman Dam sometime around the 
1960’s.

• They have seen sturgeon periodically on the river after 
moving back to Dalles and spending most summer 
days on the water, but have never tried to catch one.

Knowledge of 
sturgeon harvest

• N/A

Experience of 
Sturgeon outside 
study area

• N/A

Contribution to 
Map_Points

• N/A (Did not want to mark the spots they had seen 
sturgeon over the years because they do not want that 
information to be used for trying to catch sturgeon for 
any purpose.) 

Nutritional/ Medicinal 
Value of Sturgeon

• Every part of the sturgeon was used for either food or 
medicine, nothing was wasted.

• Sturgeon meat was dried on racks and stored in large 
holes in the ground for winter.  

Cultural Value of 
Sturgeon

• Sturgeons were respected as being more sacred than 
other types of fish because of their great size and age. 
Hooks were not always set; the sturgeons were only 
harvested when they were needed for food or cere-
monies like homecoming, Christmas, naming cere-
monies or if someone had a baby.  The sturgeon har-
vest was not a business for the family. 

• Once a sturgeon was caught all of the old ladies would 
go down to the shore with their knives and start cutting 
it up.  Everything was shared between the families and 
every part was used.  Everyone in the community was 
involved.  It was exciting when a sturgeon was caught, 
like a celebration.

• Sturgeon eggs were sold periodically to buy necessary 
food and other materials that could not be harvested 
from the land like sugar, flour, lard, hooks or whatever 
else was needed. 

•
Opinion of 
government’s 
recovery strategy

• Hopes that people will stop trying to catch sturgeon for 
any reason because they are going extinct and should 
be left alone.

• The government should first ask themselves why do 
they want to bring the sturgeon back and what result 
will that have.  For example, if the sturgeon population 
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does come back people will come from all over to hunt 
them again.

• If the government is going to try and bring the popula-
tion back what they should do is stop trying to catch 
the sturgeon that are out there, and instead try and 
stock small isolated lakes with sturgeon fry, and once 
they get bigger (3-4 feet) then release them into the 
river system.  Nothing is accomplished by releasing 
small sturgeon into the river system except to feed the 
other larger fish.

Suspected reason for 
depletion of sturgeon

• Pollution from the paper mill and the run-off from all of 
the campers’ sewage is making the water unsuitable 
for sturgeon.

Elder #: 11 Date interviewed: March 2, 2010
Time spent in study 
area

• In 1937 their family started moving down to Minaki dur-
ing the fall to guide moose hunters, and then to Dalles 
in the winter and spring months to cut pulp.  During 
that time they would move out of the area to harvest 
sturgeon and blueberries every summer. They moved 
back to Dalles around 1986 and have lived there ever 
since.

Experience with 
sturgeon in study area

• The only sturgeon they had heard of someone catching 
in the area was in Big Sand around 1947.

Knowledge of 
sturgeon harvest

• They had never gone out to help their father during the 
sturgeon harvest, but they would see him setting sev-
eral hooks along a main line, alternating the direction 
the hooks were facing.  They also hear that the hooks 
were usually set about 10 inches from the lake bottom.

Experience of 
Sturgeon outside 
study area

• Every June, from 1932 to about 1943, they would move 
from White Dog, and later from Dalles, to One Man 
Lake where they would harvest sturgeon until the mid-
dle of July. 

• Nearly the entire community from White Dog would 
move to One Man Lake for the sturgeon harvest.  It was 
the only place they knew that people could harvest 
sturgeon so successfully.

• People would make large rock enclosures near the 
lakeshore, where they would keep the live sturgeon un-
til they were ready to be flown out.  Other rock enclo-
sures were made where sturgeon eggs were placed to 
hatch.  These second type of enclosures had canvas 
wrapped around their outsides to prevent the eggs and 
small sturgeon fry from escaping.  Once the small stur-
geons were about 3 or 4 inches long they were re-
leased into the lake.

• Three times a day, nearly everyday, during the stur-
geon harvest 3 big double-prop planes would come to 
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pick up the previous day’s catch.  Each plane would 
hold about 4 or 5 sturgeons.

Contribution to 
Map_Points

• N/A

Nutritional/ Medicinal 
Value of Sturgeon

• Only the smaller sturgeons were eaten, as the larger 
ones were sold and flown out by airplane.

• While up at One Man Lake their mother would make 
bannock with sturgeon eggs every 2 or 3 days.

• The sturgeon meat was boiled along with the spinal 
chord, which tasted like garlic.  They had never heard 
of anyone frying it though.  

• The meat was also stored in deep holes dug in the mid-
dle of their log home’s floor in White Dog.  The hole 
was dug deep enough, about 6 feet, so that the cold 
earth would keep the raw sturgeon from spoiling 
through the fall and into winter; no ice was needed.   

Cultural Value of 
Sturgeon

• Before the sturgeon harvest would begin a ceremony 
would take place where the elders would give thanks to 
the Creator and the sturgeon, and talk about needing 
to ask for a kind of forgiveness for what they were go-
ing to do.  They would do this so that there would not 
be any trouble during the harvest.  It was very impor-
tant that anyone participating in the harvest be there. 
A little food was prepared and shared with everyone 
and offerings were placed in the water for the stur-
geons, but it was not a big feast.

•  The sturgeon harvest was a source of income as much 
as a source of food; it was a business.

• Families would work independently during the sturgeon 
harvest, but the older people would sometimes meet 
around the fire to coordinate efforts and discuss where 
everyone should try and harvest the sturgeon next.

Opinion of 
government’s 
recovery strategy

• It might be a good idea to bring the sturgeon back, but 
young people today do not know how to catch stur-
geon, and if they did they probably wouldn’t eat them 
anyways. 

Suspected reason for 
depletion of sturgeon

• N/A

Elder #: 12 Date interviewed: February 24, 2010
Time spent in study 
area

• Lived along the river between Dalles and Rideout Bay 
from 1954 to about 1967.  Then in 1995 they moved 
back to Dalles for 2 years, and then moved back per-
manently around 2001.  

Experience with 
sturgeon in study area

• Sometime around 1995 or 1996 they saw a big stur-
geon, about 5 feet long, surface about 2 feet away 
from their boat.  They tried to catch it but were not fast 
enough.
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Knowledge of sturgeon 
harvest

• N/A

Experience of 
Sturgeon outside 
study area

• N/A

Contribution to 
Map_Points

• 54

Nutritional/ Medicinal 
Value of Sturgeon

• They never ate sturgeon, but heard stories of how it 
would be caught only for medicine.

Cultural Value of 
Sturgeon

• Remembers their mother always speaking of sturgeon 
as a sacred fish that they would see along the shore-
line of the river, but never really catching them.  She 
would tell them because of their great size and age 
sturgeon should be respected, similar to the way snap-
ping turtles would have been regarded as sacred.

• In their family sturgeon was only harvested for ceremo-
nial and medicinal purposes, never to sell.

• When a sturgeon was caught it was divided amongst 
the 2 or 3 families who were living together. 

Opinion of 
government’s 
recovery strategy

• It’s a good idea and with hard work and careful plan-
ning it is possible to bring the sturgeon back to the 
area.

Suspected reason for 
depletion of sturgeon

• The water control board, the three dams (Kenora, Nor-
man, and White Dog), and the pollution from Kenora 
and the paper mill have all contributed to the sturgeon 
population being devastated in this area.  
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