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WINNIPEG RIVER: INCLUDING AN OVERVIEW OF THE ROLE 
OF STURGEON IN THE PAST AND CURRENT ABORIGINAL 
CULTURE 

 
Executive Summary 
An important subsistence fishery for Ojibway people, that once provided an 
estimated harvest of 2750 to 4400 sturgeon annually until 1891, has been 
teetering on the verge of collapse since the early 1900’s. The upper 
Winnipeg River population appears to have been initially over harvested 
around the turn of the century as the population of European settlers grew at 
exponential growth rates and the value of the sturgeon as a commercial and 
subsistence product increased. Observations of adult sturgeon have 
decreased significantly through the 20th century; there is no evidence of 
recruitment, and a fear that the population may never recover.  
 
The Ochiichagwe’babigo’ining First Nation, with the assistance from the 
Aboriginal Funding For Species at Risk (federal), Species at Risk 
Stewardship Fund (provincial), and Common Ground Research Forum, is 
working towards the development of a recovery plan for this population.  
 
This paper attempts to estimate the size of the former population, to 
determine sturgeon locations and abundance using the experiences of 
aboriginal and non-aboriginal resource users and to assess the role that 
sturgeon have played in past and current aboriginal culture. The results from 
this paper will be used to compliment work being done on the current 
suitability of sturgeon habitat and provide information to the recovery 
initiative. 
 
The solutions to recovery are also significantly complicated by the adverse 
effects of power dam construction and water management practices, inputs 
of domestic and municipal sewage, past effluents from pulp mill operations 
and development of the waterway for homes and cottages over the past 
century. 
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AN HISTORIC REVIEW OF THE PRESENCE AND 
ABUNDANCE OF LAKE STURGEON IN THE UPPER 

REACHES OF THE WINNIPEG RIVER: INCLUDING AN 
OVERVIEW OF THE ROLE OF STURGEON IN THE PAST 

AND CURRENT ABORIINAL CULTURE  
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
“At the turn of the century, the Winnipeg River in Northwestern Ontario 
supported a subsistence and commercial fishery, which declined to non 
existence by the 1960’s. (Northern Bioscience, Feb. 24, 2000 {NB}.  
 
“Important native fisheries for lake sturgeon existed at the Dalles and 
Whitedog Rapids on the Winnipeg River in the past…. Reported catches 
averaged less then 100 kg (220 lb) from licenses above Whitedog Dam…. 
during 1957 – 1969 (OMNR 1990b). Since 1970, the commercial fishery has 
been closed due to mercury contamination and the numbers of sturgeon 
currently being harvested are unknown. 
 
While never abundant in the last half of the 20th century, fewer and fewer 
reports or sightings of lake sturgeon have occurred in the upper reaches of 
the Winnipeg River as the 1900’s closed, and now well into a new century. 
An assessment program initiated in recent years by the Dalles (also known 
as Ochiichagwe’babigo’ining) with support from the Species at Risk 
Stewardship Fund (provincial) and Aboriginal Funding for Species at Risk 
(federal) has confirmed that few sturgeon are present, with only 2 adult 
sturgeon being caught over two seasons of netting. 
 
The demise of the sturgeon population is a tragedy and has been repeated 
over much of the lake sturgeons’ former range. This tragedy is particularly 
profound for aboriginal people whose traditional world-view is based on a 
deep respect for mother earth and a spiritual commitment to her care and 
well-being. Sturgeon are respected within traditional culture, spiritually as 
the focus for religious ceremonies and as a dodem (or totem), within their 
clan system. They were a critical and staple food; a basis for subsistence 
within a harsh world. The search for sturgeon brought families and friends 
together, at times in large numbers, to renew social ties, arrange marriages, 
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deal with collective issues (e.g. as treaty making) and to celebrate the arrival 
of spring and the return of the sturgeon.  
 
Sturgeon are still remembered today for their value in the past as food staple, 
a medicine, a cause for celebration and feasts, a source of life and spiritual 
well being. As a matter of respect a need to heal their homeland, the 
Ochiichagwe’babigo’ining First Nation would like to see sturgeon restored 
to their former levels of abundance within the headwaters of the Winnipeg 
River; a view shared by many other people. 
 
 
THE OBJECTIVES 
 
The objectives of this paper are: 

• To explore what the size of the sturgeon population may have been in the 
past, in order to set reasonable justification and expectations on any 
recovery initiative;  

• To document areas where sturgeon currently exist within the memories of 
local aboriginal and non aboriginal people who have experience on the 
study area, in order to determine locations that merit investigation as 
‘sturgeon habitat’ or potential habitat to direct restoration actions and  
studies, and 

• To provide insight into the past and present role of sturgeon within the 
culture of aboriginal people of the area, including subsistence, 
commercial and ceremonial uses of sturgeon in order to gain an 
appreciation of the past importance of this valuable resource and a sense 
of its restorative value. 

 
 
THE STUDY AREA 
 
The portion of the Winnipeg River under consideration is from the outlets of 
Lake of the Woods at the city of Kenora, extending approximately 50 km 
downstream to the dam at Whitedog Falls. This waterway system covers 
about 22,566 ha. With 1400 km of shoreline and a diversity of slow and fast 
flowing sections. (Northern Bioscience: 2000 {NB}). 
 
In achieving the objectives of the paper, the study area will be expanded 
occasionally as required to assist in understanding events or possible events 
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within the primary study zone. It will also be referred to as the ‘upper 
Winnipeg River’.  
 
LITERATURE  REVIEW 

 
The Lake of the Woods sturgeon populations have received a great deal of 
attention over the last 25 years from historians; treaty rights researchers and 
fisheries biologists. A number of their reports have been examined for this 
paper. As well, the archives of the Hudson Bay Company, particularly their 
accounts and post journals, and annual district (Lac la Pluie) returns to York 
Factory have been immensely valuable. The district returns showed annual 
fur and isinglass quantities shipped annually from the district. Isinglass is a 
substance found in the swim bladders of sturgeon and was noted as a fixing 
agent for paint and glues, but more importantly it was used to clarify beer 
and wine. It was in great demand in Europe during the 1800’s.   
 
While the Winnipeg River study area received much less attention, sifting 
through the Lake of the Woods references, the Hudson Bay Company 
(HBC) files and other written accounts, has provided a number of 
observations and facts regarding the upper Winnipeg River fishery.     
 
 

 

STURGEON – A VERY SIGNIFICANT RESOURCE – AN 
HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE 
 
 

Pre European Contact – A Chronology of References 
 
 
The literature review provides a number of archaeological records on Lake 
of the Woods in the vicinity of Rat Portage.  
 

“Archaeological records confirm that human occupation of the Lake 
of the Woods area can be traced back for almost 10,000 years 
(Speidel, 199:1)” 
 
“A spectacular bone harpoon artifact was uncovered by Reid (C.S. 
Paddy Reid) in the summer of 1975 at the “Meek Site”… located on 
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an island at the east end of Tranquil Bay in Rat Portage Bay. The 
harpoon was found in the midst of a large village…… occupied about 
1000 years ago…..the presence of the bone harpoon and the location 
of the site on an island near historically productive fisheries indicates 
the significance of fishing to the people who lived there” Lytwyn 
(1995, unpublished) 
 
“The Spruce Point site, located at the western point of the Northern 
Peninsula on Lake of the Woods, was occupied about 300 to 400 
years ago. About 30 people resided in “permanent” summer dwellings 
at the site which Grace Rajinovich classified as a “home base 
camp”….. The analysis of faunal remains ….revealed that about 16 
per cent  of the identifiable remains were lake sturgeon” (Rajinovich, 
1983: 65).” 
 

 
Recently, at least two historic settlement sites have been confirmed a very 
short distance downstream of the outlets from Lake of the Woods and in the 
Winnipeg River. The presence of these sites have been confirmed by two 
individuals who worked in the 1970s’ with Patty Reid, former regional 
archaeologist, who led the excavation and cataloging of the material, and by 
Paige Campbell, archaeologist from the NW Regional office in Thunder 
Bay. Paige Campbell was kind enough to check into the amount of artifacts 
collected and provided an account of the status of analysis and reporting. 
 
The sites have an abundance of artifacts, but have generally they have not 
been analyzed or published. They do confirm evidence of use going back 
1000’s of years, as well as more recent occupation since contact with 
Europeans. John Pelleck, a field leader on one of the sites did provide some 
introductory reports mostly dealing with non-faunal artifacts. While there 
was an obvious abundance of animal bones (reference; Paige Campbell – 
following a short and general evaluation of the collection), these preliminary 
reports did show the presence of sturgeon. 
 
The other site investigated has a large volume of artifacts for which no 
reports or assessments have yet been made. It also dates back well beyond 
European contact. In personal discussion with one of the workers at the site 
who was also in contact with Paddy Reid, there is significant evidence of the 
use of sturgeon at this location.  
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European Contact - The Fur Trade Period 1688 –1880’s 
 
Sturgeon were very abundant during the fur trade period throughout 
Northwestern Ontario and before the advent of the non aboriginal 
commercial fisheries in the 1880’s. Historically, where they existed, 
sturgeon have been a very significant element of aboriginal culture as a very 
important subsistence food staple and medicine, and important as well 
within their social, spiritual, ceremonial and political customs. For example, 
in historic Ojibway culture, members of the sturgeon clan were charged with 
teaching and healing.  
 
This significance has been aptly described in a paper by Tim E.Holzkamm, 
Victor P. Lytwyn, and Leo G. Waisberg; Rainy River Sturgeon: An Ojibway 
Resource in the Fur Trade Economy, 1988 (T. Holzkamm et al; 1988). 
 

“During the fur trade period, large numbers of Ojibway from the 
surrounding region gathered at the Rainy River sturgeon fisheries. 
They came from as far away as Lake Winnipeg on the west, Lac Seul 
to the north, Leech Lake to the south, and Lake Superior to the east. 
Wesleyan missionary Peter Jacobs reported 300 Ojibway engaged in 
the fishery at Manitou Rapids in 1852. In 1868 the usual number 
congregating at locations on the rainy River was 600 to 1000, with 
some years as many as 1500. These large gatherings, supported by the 
seasonal abundance of sturgeon, facilitated renewal of friendships and 
social ties, the discussion of military and political affairs, and holding 
of religious ceremonials. Rites of the Midewiwin, or Grand Medicine 
Society, were often held during the season of sturgeon fishing.” (Tim 
Holzkamm et al,)  Archaeological assessments confirm that this 
fishery was used by aboriginal peoples for 1000’s of years.  
 

The Ojibway presence has been confirmed throughout the 18th and 19th 
century through documented encounters with Europeans during the fur trade 
period. The Rainy River provided an annual harvest averaging about 
125,000 kg (275,000 lb) throughout the 1800’s (Holzkamm et al, 1988). 
They were used primarily as a subsistence fishery, but also as an item of 
sale, trade or barter with Europeans. 
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The Winnipeg River – The Study Area Pre 1891 
 

While the Rainy River is a spectacular example of the importance of 
sturgeon, similar gatherings of aboriginal people were annually repeated at 
numerous locations throughout ‘sturgeon country’ in the springtime and 
early summer where sturgeon congregate to spawn. In keeping with their 
traditional way of life, families and social groups moved through the seasons 
to different areas where they would find wild produce as berries, wild rice 
and different species of fish and animals. As at Rainy River, aboriginal 
people within the Winnipeg River have a similar history and culture of 
dependence on local natural resources as sturgeon, to survive. 
 

“The region west of the Lake Superior watershed to Lake Winnipeg 
was especially rich in sturgeon during the fur trade period. (HBC B. 
166/a/1/fo.3) Indeed, the Winnipeg River system had so many that the 
fur traders called it “the sturgeon country” and the inhabitants the 
Sturgeon Indians (Dobbs 1967, 34).”  

 
In 1799, Alexander Henry the Younger, also visited Lake of the 
Woods. He too purchased fish from the Lake of the Woods 
Ojibway……. At Rat Portage, Henry reported: “Here we found 
Indians making canoes for sale and trading sturgeon” (Henry,1965:23-
26) 
 
“On June 25,1822, HBC fur trader George Nelson visited an Ojibway 
camp near Rat Portage and purchased three fresh sturgeon and some 
dried sturgeon flesh” (Nelson, 1822:n.p.) 
 
“HBC traders also purchased sturgeon from Ojibway fishermen near 
the outlet of Lake of the Woods and along the Winnipeg River. For 
example, on June 12, 1826, J.D. Cameron purchased three sturgeon 
from Ojibway fishermen near the Dalles. (HBC, B.105/a/11,fo.36d)  

 
Cuyler Cotton has confirmed the presence of North West Company fur 
trading posts at the “Les Dalles” in the period 1808 - 1832. In 1832 the 
Hudson Bay Company established a post until 1835. (hbc:B.50/a/1-2). 
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This post was moved to an island in the Winnipeg River below Kah-kah- 
pechi-wan Falls at the eastern outlet of the Lake in 1836. The post remained 
there until 1861 when it moved into the town to avoid the winter access 
problems being immediately down stream of a falls. This post location was 
retained until it was sold in 1918 ((Through the Kenora Gateway: 1981). 
HBC records for the Dalles and Rat Portage Posts were reviewed with the 
purpose of understanding the local importance of sturgeon in the upper 
Winnipeg study area. Records were available during the period 1832 –1897, 
but not for every year.  
 
The presence of these posts at the Dalles and Rat Portage, reflects the 
 historical importance and use of these sites as traditional fishing, hunting, 
ricing and subsistence gathering areas. Occupation of these 
 sites by Ojibway people would vary by season within and between 
 years and governed by the annual natural variance of subsistence foods.  
 
“In 1845, HBC fur trader Charles McKenzie  who was in charge of the Lac 
Seul post wrote; “most of our Indians go early in the spring where Sturgeon 
are found – either, Lac la Pluie – Lake of the Woods or River Winnipic – 
where they pass the summer” (HBC, B.3/c/1, fo.1a) 
 
In 1846, artist Paul Kane visited Lake of the Woods and painted at least one 
traditional settlement below the outlets of the Lake, in the Winnipeg River. 
Near the entrance to the lake he wrote: 
“We met some Indians, from whom we purchased seven fine sturgeons, each 
weighing perhaps forty or fifty pounds. We paid for the whole one cotton 
shirt” (Kane, 1968:43) Editor note: The site painted was on Tunnel Island. It 
shows a lot of activity with 8 canoes and 27 or more aboriginal people. It 
provides an apt reflection of the times that was repeated well into the 1900’s. 
 
In agreeing to the terms of the Treaty in 1873, the priority of the Ojibway 
was to protect their fisheries. This criterion was paramount in selecting sites 
for future reserves. The historical record and observations in this report will 
confirm the use of the study area as primary fishing locations for sturgeon. 
In 1892, R.J.N. Pither, Indian Agent, submitted a list showing Treaty 3 First 
Nations in the Rat Portage Agency and their fishing grounds. The table 
confirms that for the Rat Portage Band (includes the Dalles band members) 
these fishing areas included areas near the outlets of Lake of the Woods at 
Rat Portage and the narrows at the Dalles. (NAC, RG 10, Vol 3755, file 
30979-4). 
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It was common practice for HBC posts to acquire ‘country foods’ from local 
Ojibway to feed the post staff. September 1856, the Rat Portage Post 
acquired 4 sturgeon and 20 lb isinglass (HBC archives B. 175/d/1). 
 
In 1857, John Palliser was impressed with the Ojibway sturgeon fishery 
below the falls. On July 4, 1857, he wrote:  

“Sturgeon are caught in great numbers below the falls, principally by 
spearing, an operation which is performed with great dexterity by the 
Chippeway Indians. They stand on a projecting rock over some 
suitable eddy, until one of these large fish comes within reach, when 
they secure it by a skilful thrust with a barbed spear.” (Palliser, 
1968:81) 

 
In 1868, HBC archives accounts (B.175/d/3) showed that Rat Portage Post 
purchased 20 dried and 36 and one half fresh sturgeon as wild provisions 
from local Ojibway. As well the outposts purchased an additional 12 
sturgeon. 
 
On December 31, 1887, Alex McQueen, Inspector of Fisheries for Manitoba 
and the Northwest Territories, described the Rainy River fisheries as 
follows: 
“Very little fishing has been done by traders, but the Indians and white 
settlers who have devoted some attention to those waters [Winnipeg River 
and Rainy River], report [them] abounding with various kinds of fish…..” 
(Van West J.J., Feb 1895) This was also the year when the roller way dam 
was built at the head of the Winnipeg River on the western outlet of Lake of 
the Woods. 
 
On September 28, 1972, an article by Lucille Burton in the local Kenora 
paper spoke about the experiences of Mrs. Matilda Martin when the Kah-
kah-pe-chi-wan Falls (meaning very high in Ojibway) was in its’ natural 
state. This was 10 years prior to building the Kenora power house in 1892. 
Some comments from this article provide an insight to this area before 
development occurred. 
. 

“It was a wonderful place to fish and often people camped at the 
portage nearby. Whitefish could be caught in scoops. On one of these 
family outings Mrs. Martin’s uncle, David Lindsay, son of Chief 
Thomas Lindsay at the Dalles was passing the time in fishing when a 
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friend offered him the use of his new canoe. David gratefully accepted 
the offer, but alas the current caught the birch bark canoe and began 
swirling down the falls…….... Some one remembered an eddy which 
swirled below towards a flat rock and out again into the current. If 
they could make to that point, a place where they were accustomed to 
catching sturgeon….”    (Needless to say but the boy was rescued and 
with no life threatening injuries!) 

 
Research by Cuyler Cotton has confirmed that in 1893 the Dalles First 
Nation had its’ own band list and trust account. Most members 
(approximately 100) lived on the reserve at the Dalles. 

 
 
HOW MANY STURGEON WERE IN THE UPPER 

WINNIPEG RIVER IN THE 1800s’ PRIOR TO THE 
IMPACTS OF EUROPEAN CONTACT? 
 
To get a sense of the size of the sturgeon population on the upper Winnipeg 
River, I have used an innovative approach already established for assessment 
of the Rainy River sturgeon population in the period from 1823 – 1884.  
 
This approach was presented in two papers:  

• one by T. Holzkamm and M. McCarthy (Potential fishery for lake 
sturgeon (Acipenser fulvescens) as indicated by the returns of the 
Hudson’s bay Company; 1988) and  

• the other by T. Holzkamm, M. McCarthy and V. Lytwyn (Rainy River 
Sturgeon: An Ojibway Resource in the Fur Trade economy: 1988)  

 
These authors used the annual records for acquisition of isinglass by the 
HBC posts within the Lac La Pluie District. This data set is available from 
1823 to 1891. It is shown in Table #1. 
 
Isinglass is a gelatinous substance found in the swim bladders of sturgeon. It 
can be used as a binding agent in paint, in the production of glue and as a 
clarifying agent for beer and wine. It was in demand in Europe during this 
period and was highly sought by HBC. The production data is shown in 
Table 1. 
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TABLE 1:  Hudson Bay Company, Lac la Pluie Annual Isinglass Production 
(kg). (Source HBC Archives B. 105/d; Lac la Pluie account books and 
b.239/h: York Factory Northern Department returns, Provincial Archives of 
Manitoba, Winnipeg, Man 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

• *correction from original records 

• # data from 1885 were not included in referenced reports (1988) and 
were added 

 
The authors (cited above) used the data in Table 1 to reconstruct a picture of 
the annual yields of the Ojibway (subsistence) sturgeon fishery from the 
Rainy River. Using the results reported from sturgeon measured in the late 
1800’s from the Rainy River and the results from other studies referenced in 

YEAR ISINGLASS YEAR ISINGLASS YEAR ISINGLASS 
1823 29 1846 593 1869 787 
1824 73 1847 591 1870 590 
1825 63 1848 450 1871 605 
1826 112 1849 39 1872 521 
1827 90 1850 654 1873 485 
1828 74 1851 869 1874 384 
1829 70 1852 676 1875 693 
1830 140 1853 677 1876 463 
1831 168 1854 600 1877 734 
1832 200 1855 504 1878 587 
1833 357 1856 465 1879 453 
1834 353 1857 476 1880 363 
1835 342 1858 810 1881 363 
1836 274 1859 730 1882 272 
1837 505 1860 619 1883 622 
1838 480 1861 735 1884 380 
1839 798 1862 657* 1885 520 
1840 565 1863 735 1886 473# 
1841 286 1864 812 1887 295 
1842 712 1865 643 1888 579 
1843 719 1866 847 1889 590 
1844 1054 1867 625 1890 451 
1845 682 1868 609 1891 580 
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their reports they concluded that a ratio of 1 kg. of isinglass would equate to 
284 kg of dressed sturgeon (i.e. the heads, tails, fins and entails removed). 
The average weight of sturgeon was reported as 11.35 kg equating to 25 
sturgeon for each kg of isinglass produced. 
 
The analysis indicates the presence of a very large sturgeon population 
between 1823 to 1884, mainly centered at the south end of Lake of the  
Woods and harvested from the Rainy River where they are most vulnerable 
as they return to spawn in the spring. The average annual harvest within this 
period was estimated to be in excess of 125,000 kg. (11,000 sturgeon (@ 
11.4 kg/ fish). This estimate was also viewed as a low appraisal of the 
Ojibway fishery because some fish were likely used for subsistence only and 
smaller sturgeon would not likely be processed. These fish would not be 
captured in the York Factory records. 
 
From a review of the HBC journals and accounts, the authors contend that 
the Fort Frances Post collected between 75 and 80 percent of the Lac la 
Pluie District’s isinglass production. This means that as much as 25% 
(31,250 kg.) of the annual harvest would have originated from other 
populations on Lake of the Woods and within the broader Lac la Pluie area. 
 
Since the York Factory data represented the entire Lac la Pluie District, the 
challenge in this report was to identify the other locations where these 
sturgeon could have been caught, and in particular from the harvest from the 
upper Winnipeg River study area. 
 
With this interest in mind, the author searched the HBC archives for records 
of acquisition of quantities of sturgeon and isinglass from the within the 
district of Lac la Pluie. The most revealing records included those from the 
Rat Portage accounts and journals and the Lac la Pluie accounts. Table #2 
displays the results of this research. 
 
The key posts supplying information for our purpose were Rat Portage and 
its’ outposts. Whitedog is at the edge of the study area and it provided 
information on isinglass that also had some value to the study area. 
 
The isinglass data from Rat Portage is best discussed in two segments. The 
first data set from initiation until 1884 represents the period in which the 
aboriginal subsistence fishery is practiced with little interference from 
Europeans.  
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Table 2: Isinglass Harvest (kg) for Lac la Pluie District from Posts 
Reference (HBC: B105/d/78, 79, 90-92 & HBC D30/7 – reel#240)) 
 

 
* Returns for Fort Alexander, Dalles, Whitefish Lake (HBC B.105/d/45) 
** Reported that HBC post would not have survived without sturgeon from 
Ojibway 
*** Reported 924 lb isinglass from NWA, Fort Alex, Upper Fort Gary, Rat 
Portage (HBC B.105/d/90-92) 
**** Total on hand at Rat Portage and posts (would have been reported in 
1878 records) 
NOTE – Lac Seul was listed but no entries for isinglass; Rat Portage was the 
district headquarters within period 1876-78, 1879 – 91) 
While the York Factory records provide total isinglass returns for 69 years, 
comparative production between posts could only be found for eleven years. 
While the data is limited it does provide insight of what occurred at those 
points in time; and, it puts us in the ballpark. Also, the data on quantities of 

YEAR 
 

Fort 
Frances 

Fort 
Alex 

Rat 
Portage 

Shoal 
Lake  

Pine 
Portage 

White 
Dog 

Hungry 
Hall 

Whitefish 
Bay 

N W 
Angle 

Total York 
Factory 
annual 

1835*  * *     *  347 342 
            
            
1843 572** nil 114 nil    nil  705 720 
1844 859 32 164 nil      1055 1055 
            
1855 356 38 73 6      473 506 
            
1872***  *** ***      *** 420 522 
            
1878****   91 nil  11  91  193 598 
            
1884 185  196       381 381 
1885 104  417       521 521 
1886 86  296 nil 23 21 50 8 11 495 473 
1887 25  191  11 23 26 8 11 295 295 
1888 141  177  16 26 208 4 8 579 579 
1889 256  162  14 26 115 11 7 591 591 
1890 224  53   26 115 16 18 452 451 
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isinglass collected at the posts can be projected into numbers of fish and 
harvest quantities using the ratios determined in the reference documents. 
 
The Table reveals that the first returns from the study area were in 1835 - 36. 
The Lac la Pluie accounts (B105/d/45), reported returns of 764 kg for Fort 
Alexander, Whitefish Lake and the Dalles outpost.  
 
The mid years of the data set (ie.1843, 44, 55 & 78) show a consistent 
picture of 16% (average of 110 kg per year (243 lb)) of the total Lac la Pluie 
isinglass production being collected at Rat Portage. Sixteen percent of the 
calculated annual harvest of 125,000 kg (Holzkamm, Lytwyn, Waisberg: 
1988) would be 20,000 kg (i.e. 44,000 lb) of dressed sturgeon. This is less 
then that projected by the analysis performed below, although it appears that 
Rat portage may have entered the isinglass trade later then Fort Frances.  
The Rat Portage records first appear in 1835 while the trade at Fort Frances 
began in 1823. 
 
“Most of the trade took place at the Ojibway fishing stations, and production 
increased form 64 lb in 1823 to a high of 1055 kg (2320 lb) in 1844” 
(Holzkamm, Lytwyn, Waisberg; 1988). The initial ten years of isinglass 
acquisitions were generally lower then the entire data set following 1834, 
which may explain the discrepancy. As well, there are some physical records 
available for Rat Portage that can be used with more confidence of 
producing better estimates. 
 
The isinglass data from Rat Portage is best discussed in two segments. The 
first data set from initiation until 1884 represents the period in which the 
aboriginal subsistence fishery is practiced with little interference from 
Europeans.  Table #3 shows isinglass returns and estimates of sturgeon 
abundance using the conversion ratios previously referenced.  
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Table #3– Estimates of Sturgeon from Isinglass Acquired at  
                            Rat Portage Post 1835 – 1878    
 

Year Isinglass  
harvest 

kg 

Sturgeon 
numbers 

Wgt @ 
11.35k 

% 
York 

Factory 

Isinglass 
harvest 

kg 

Sturgeon 
numbers 

Wgt @ 
11.35k 

1835     *52 1300 14755 
1843 114 2850 32348 15.8 114 2850 32348 
1844 164 4100 46535 15.5 164 4100 46535 
1855 73 1825 20714 14.4 73 1825 20714 
1872     *79 1975 22416 
1878 91 2275 25821 15.2 91 2275 25821 

        
average 110 ~2750 ~31,200 15.2 96 ~2400 ~27,100 
        
 
* estimate 
 
There were 4 years with a record of harvest between 1835 and 1884. The 
average was 110.5 kg.; and, the harvest averaged 15.2% of the York Factory 
total harvest records for the District. By using this average percentage 
(15.2%), and the total reported harvest from York Factory, an estimate of 
isinglass was made for the years 1835 and 1872.  
 
Using the four-year data set provided an estimate of the catch at 2750 
sturgeon per year with a dressed harvest of 31,200 kg. Using the six-year set 
produced an estimated catch of 2388 sturgeon per year a dressed harvest of 
27,100 kg. 
 
In 1835 and 1872 it is also very likely that more isinglass was actually 
collected by Rat Portage. In comparison to Rat Portage (average 110 kg), 
Fort Alexander collected an average of 34 kg (75lb) of isinglass in the years 
1887-90, Fort Gary an average of 11 kg (3lb) and Whitefish Bay with 6 yr of 
known returns (excluding years reporting nil) averaged 23kg (51 lb). The 
NW Angle post was not a big isinglass supplier based on the data in Table 2. 
 
The data set from 1884 to 1890 shows an entirely different picture. During 
this period Rat Portage was the headquarters for the Lac la Pluie District. 
Rat Portage also operated a number of outposts, including Keewatin, 



 

15 
 

Whitefish Bay, North West Angle, Whitedog, Wabigoon, Hungry Hall, 
Shoal Lake, Savanne and Pine Portage.  
 
The data set provides a good picture of the isinglass collected across the 
various outposts. Those collecting no isinglass were not included in the 
table.  Some observations can be made: 

• The collection of isinglass at Fort Frances is down significantly from 
the first data set. This decline in sturgeon harvest was seen in the 
graphs in the reference documents and attributed to more time being 
spent on agriculture. Another possible cause was the competition from 
settlers and a rapidly growing commercial fishery within the Rainy 
River in US waters, placing more stress on the sturgeon resource, and 
less isinglass for the HBC. 

• Hungry Hall and the NW Angle are active in collecting isinglass. This 
is likely a reflection of their location at the mouth of the Rainy River 
and within the south basin of Lake of the Woods respectively, as the 
fisheries progressed further away from the major spawning areas. 

• Shoal Lake was never seen as a major producer of isinglass; Whitefish 
Bay has been a modest producer, although 91 kg (200 lb) in 1878 is 
significant. Pine Portage is south of Savant and well beyond the study 
area. 

• Whitedog is at the western boundary of the study area and their 
isinglass harvests are noteworthy with an average of 24 kg (50 lb) 
over a five-year period from an annual estimated harvest of 600 
sturgeon (6816 kg). 

• The annual isinglass collected at Rat Portage is much higher then 
during the mid 1880’s. This is likely a result of three possible factors. 
First, there could be an increase in local harvesting by aboriginal 
people as witnessed by the quantities harvested at Whitedog; second, 
that the community of Rat Portage is growing in size from few 
permanent members in 1879 to 1500 people by 1890 and a ‘floating 
population of 3000 logging and railway workers; and third, potential 
spinoffs from a steadily growing, US based commercial fishery 
shipping fish through packing companies based in Rat Portage. 

 
There is some concern that if isinglass from the south part of the lake was 
sold to the HBC in Rat Portage that it could bias the results; and there is no 
certain way to determine if this happened. This US based fishery was in an 
early stage and there is some concurrence that it was not a major factor until 
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1888. Table 2  for Rat Portage shows a decrease in isinglass returns from 
1884 to 1990 that would negate or diminish this concern. Also, the returns 
for 1884 and 1885 have been excluded from the calculation of estimates of 
harvest because the isinglass returns were not distributed among the posts. 
The complete data sets from 1886 – 1890 were used as a conservative 
approach. 
 
 
Table #4 – Estimates of Sturgeon from Isinglass Acquired at  
                            Rat Portage Post 1886 – 1890  
 

Year Isinglass  
harvest kg 

Sturgeon 
numbers 

Wgt @ 11.35k 

1884    
1885    
1886 296 7400 84064 
1887 191 4775 54244 
1888 177 4425 50268 
1889 162 4050 46008 
1890 53 1325 15052 

average 176 ~4400 ~50,000 
    
 
 
The recorded collection of isinglass over the period 1886 –90 at Rat Portage 
averaged 176 kg per year. This would represent an annual harvest of 4400 
sturgeon and a yield of approximately 50,000 kg.  
 
The estimates of sturgeon have attempted to account for inconsistencies and 
omissions in the HBC records and have strived to be conservative.  
 
The best estimate for 1835-1878 is an annual harvest of 2750 fish with a 
weight of 31,000 kg. This harvest would reflect the extent of the annual 
aboriginal subsistence fishery in the upper Winnipeg River study area.  
From 1884 until 1890 the data show an elevated harvest of 4400 sturgeon 
with a weight of 50,000 kg. These estimates were also based exclusively on 
returns from Rat Portage. The estimate may have included some isinglass 
production from non-aboriginal subsistence fisherman, who sold isinglass to 
the HBC. 
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 “Holzkamm (1987) has calculated that the sturgeon harvest represented by 
the isinglass returns (ed. From the Lake of the Woods) would have subsisted 
a minimum of 207 people”(Holzkamm et al:1988). He was referring to an 
aboriginal harvest that annually averaged 125,000 kg. This translates into 
605 kg per person per year, or 1.7 kg per person per day. 
 
Cuyler Cotton confirms from his research that in 1893 the 
Ochiichagwe’babigo’ining First Nation had population of about 100 people 
who at that time were generally living on the reserve. In 1939, the federal 
government assessed the populations of the Dalles at 84 people (29 families) 
and Rat Portage with 126 people (41 families) providing an estimate of 
about 210 people who would have depended on sturgeon from the study area 
(NAC, RG 10,vol.8865, file1/8-11-13, pt1).  
  
Assuming no use by local non aboriginal people (who likely also used this 
fishery), the estimated harvest of pre 1884 harvest of 31,000 kg would have 
provided an annual food supply of about 148 kg per year per person (less 
then one half a kilogram per day). This level of harvest would require 
supplements from other food sources to sustain themselves throughout the 
year. It’s not a surprise that the history and memories of this community 
demonstrates an annual tradition of traveling to seasonal food sources.   
 
 
 

Current and Past Traditions; The Role of the Sturgeon in 
Local Aboriginal Culture 
 
The importance of the sturgeon fishery on Lake of the Woods was described    
previously in this document. The importance and relevance of the upper 
Winnipeg River fishery would have been of equal significance to the 
Ochiichagwe’babigo’ining and Rat Portage peoples. A brief synopsis is 
repeated below. 
  

“During the fur trade period, large numbers of Ojibway from the 
surrounding region gathered at the Rainy River sturgeon fisheries. 
They came from as far away as Lake Winnipeg on the west, Lac Seul 
to the north, Leech Lake to the south, and Lake Superior to the east. 
Wesleyan missionary Peter Jacobs reported 300 Ojibway engaged in 
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the fishery at Manitou Rapids in 1852. In 1868 the usual number 
congregating at locations on the rainy River was 600 to 1000, with 
some years as many as 1500. These large gatherings, supported by the 
seasonal abundance of sturgeon, facilitated renewal of friendships and 
social ties, the discussion of military and political affairs, and holding 
of religious ceremonials. Rites of the Midewiwin, or Grand Medicine 
Society, were often held during the season of sturgeon fishing.” (Tim 
Holzkamm et al,)   

 “The sturgeon is known as the king of fishes. A primitive fish that has 
probably existed on the earth since around the time the dinosaurs 
disappeared; the sturgeon comes in a variety of sizes, but can reach twelve-
foot lengths and at least 300-pound weights. Sturgeons were considered the 
royalty of fishes among the Native people who lived in the Great Lakes area. 
In the Ojibwa nation there is a Sturgeon clan that is one of the teaching 
clans. To the Ojibwa people the sturgeon represents depth and strength.” 
(www.wolfcrafts.com). 

As part of a broader initiative, Sheldon Ratuski interviewed 12 community 
elders of the Ochiichagwe’babigo’ining First Nation regarding their 
knowledge and perspectives of sturgeon on the Winnipeg River. His report 
is appended to this document for a review of the interviews in their entirety. 
What is presented here is an overview of observations and summary of the 
common threads of the discussions. 

• One elder said, “sturgeon were respected as being more sacred then 
other types of fish because of their great size and age”. Another 
remembered their mother speaking of sturgeon as a sacred fish that 
should be respected. In their family sturgeon were only harvested for 
ceremonial and medicinal purposes. 

• Many comments were made about sturgeon being a very ‘rich’ fish 
and you can only eat a little at a time or you’ll get sick. Some elders 
had never or just rarely eaten it while two people had eaten it twice a 
month when growing up (40’s-50’s). 

• A large number of recipes for sturgeon were revealed and 
demonstrated that all the sturgeon was utilized from the caviar mixed 
with bannock, and the heads baked with onion. They were generally 
boiled or smoked; some was stored for winter. This occurred 
commonly in the 40’s and 50’s. 
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• Sturgeon were mostly eaten in the summer but also preserved for 
long- term storage often in deep cool holes in the ground to keep until 
winter or smoked and dried; in the past there was no shortage of 
sturgeon. 

• Sturgeons were used to trade for other kinds of food (references to 
such trade were common in the 1900’s at least to the 50’s). 

• They were taken to town to the markets or sold to the fish stores (as 
confirmed by Verna Jagoe at the Kenora Fish Marketing Co.)  

• Sturgeon and sturgeon grease were used as a medicine for whooping 
cough or for other ailments; the spinal cord has the most medicine; the 
oil was used for arthritis. 

• Sturgeon harvesting was a tradition for one or many families where all 
members would participate in the tasks that needed to be done 
(mending and setting nets, hauling in the catch, dressing the fish, 
sharpening hooks, drying the meat) – This was the way to transfer 
traditional knowledge; there were no idle hands! The elders could be 
involved to coordinate efforts and discuss where the harvesting should 
occur. 

• When hooks or nets were set most people would leave an offering of 
food or tobacco to the sturgeon and/or the creator so they would have 
a successful season; other ceremonies included songs and other rituals 
involving offerings; at certain times and locations the ceremonies 
could be community based with bonfires and stories (lessons) from 
the elders  

• “When a big sturgeon was caught it was cut up and shared with 
everyone”. Catching a large sturgeon was an exciting community 
event; like a celebration!  

• Sturgeons are part of the clan system, and some people continue to be 
recognized for this today (e.g. my father’s sisters are members of the 
sturgeon clan).  

• Sturgeon were ‘always’ served during special feasts or ceremonies 
such as treaty Day when families from all over would gather at 
Rideout Bay; it was also eaten for Christmas dinner, at naming 
ceremonies or if someone had a baby. 

• Some elders reported that their fathers would also venture to other 
areas to catch sturgeon (One Man Lake area was a common thread); 
some still go to the Whitedog area today.  

• A number of elders spoke of living near Rideout Bay in the 60’s 
traveling up and down the river to Minaki (or the Dalles) collecting 



 

20 
 

and selling fish, rice and blueberries (likely similar to late 1800’s); 
they spoke of traditional campsites at Rideout Bay, Laurensons Bay. 
One spoke of continuing this life style until pollution forced them to 
stop. ‘The sturgeon harvest was central to family and community life 
on the river between Rideout bay and Laurensons Bay’. 

• Some had few recollections of sturgeon from their own experiences, 
although one elder had been at the Dalles since 1999; another had not 
heard of anyone catching a sturgeon at the Dalles since 1977 

• Sturgeon were kept in enclosures to keep them alive until they were 
needed as food or sold; there was also a couple of references to 
retaining sturgeon eggs and fry in enclosures, then releasing them 
when 3 or 4 inches long. (This latter reference suggests an interest in 
conserving the fishery). 

From the interviews with the elders, it’s clear that a good deal of traditional 
knowledge still exists within the Ochiichagwe’babigo’ining First Nation of 
the importance of sturgeon within their traditions and culture. It’s also 
apparent that some of the elders do not have their own personal experiences 
to share; and, without these experiences the traditions and memories of the 
past will slowly drift away. Many families attempted to maintain a 
traditional lifestyle and did so into the 60’s when it became too difficult. 

The response of the elders demonstrates that a ‘spiritual’ and ‘respectful’ 
connection still exists. Recognizing the current state of this resource, the 
ability to actually ‘experience this connection’ today must be a huge 
disappointment and frustration to the community.  

It’s a tribute to the community that they wish to restore sturgeon within the 
upper Winnipeg River to a self-sustaining state. This reflects their values 
and their respect for sturgeon, and their commitment to ‘healing’ of their 
traditional homelands.  

Sturgeon Memories, Encounters, Stories and Data – Post 1900 

In the absence of ‘hard’ data after 1890, the only option to further track the 
history and locations of sturgeon was to use the memories of people and 
their experiences with sturgeon within the upper Winnipeg River. Finding 
the right people was initially a challenge, but after initial contact with a few, 
additional contacts grew quickly by word of mouth. People, who may not 
have known about sturgeon, often knew someone who did; and the ball kept 
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rolling along. At the end of the day, some 33 people were formally 
approached for information as a result of this initiative.  

As well as these recent interviews, contacts and interviews from previous 
work were added to provide a more comprehensive account of all the 
personal experiences recorded within the study area. This included; 

• Northern Bioscience work in 2000, 

• Josh Peacock’s paper in March 2010 regarding evidence of sturgeon 
in the English River (where they provided insight into the current 
study area), and 

• Sheldon Ratuski’s (2010) interviews with 12 Dalles First nation elders 

The list has some 55 contributors, and comments are arranged within general 
chronological order. 

In this section of the document the intent is to provide an overview through 
time of where and when sturgeon have been sighted, captured or 
experienced within the study area. The information is presented on an area 
basis to facilitate interpretation, but also because certain areas were 
repeatedly referenced and stood out as more unique. 

   

Norman Dam  

• 1907 - The Norman Dam, perhaps quite appropriately has the earliest 
sighting recorded. In 1907, Doug Perrault’s grandfather worked at the 
dam and during this time frame “the sturgeon were so plentiful that 
they were catching them with baited hooks and hauling them away in 
box cars”; 

• 1915 – a photo of people fishing at Norman Dam; 

• 1918 – a photo of Colonel Schnarr with a large sturgeon at the dam; 

• 1920 – photo of large sturgeon caught below the dam, and another 
photo with a large sturgeon and good catch of whitefish (no date); 

• Undated – a photo, “Kenora Men with a catch of Fish which appears 
to be in this time frame, and shows 8 fishermen with a large catch of 
fish – if not sturgeon the photo is suggestive of an active sports 
fishery in the Kenora area; 



 

22 
 

• 1954 – Ron Wyder told of a claim by Bill Kerr (who worked at the 
dam) that sturgeon were able to pass over the dam when it was opened 
to spill water (not confirmed); 

• 1955, 56, 57 – Arnold Olsen, fisheries technician, regional 
enforcement officer, sees some sturgeon (not uncommon) below 
Norman Dam, up shallow thinks they were spawning, locals were 
trying to catch them; he would remind them it was illegal; 

• 1960 ish - Glen Garrow, property owner on Darlington Bay sees a 
number of sturgeon below the dam; 

• 1960 – Bill Thompson, dam operator saw a large fish caught below 
the dam; 

• 1960’s – elder reports seeing sturgeon swimming near Norman Dam; 

• 1970 –76 – Mel Henley sees a few sturgeon in June amongst the 
shiners over a 2 – 3 year period; 

• late 70’s – Mel Henley trapped sturgeon when the turbines were shut 
down and caught more again in 1980 during a maintenance shutdown;  

• 1973 – Leo Perczuk, hooks big sturgeon that broke his 14 kg line; 

• 1980’s – Mike Zdep works at Norman dam, saw one fish in early 80’s 
{NB); 

• 1998 – Gerry Favreau, Norman Dam operator saw a 1.8m sturgeon 
more then once below the dam {NB}. 

General Impressions Norman Dam: 

• The early account by Doug Perrault’s grandfather has significant 
ramifications for understanding a period lacking quantitative data. 
We don’t know what happened around Kenora regarding the fishery 
in the study area at this time except very few anecdotal accounts and 
a few photographs. Is it realistic to believe that large numbers of 
sturgeon were blocked by the dam; that they were vulnerable and 
captured by a growing sports, aboriginal and non aboriginal 
subsistence fishery, and possibly traded for their caviar and isinglass 
value at the HBC or at either of two commercial fish processing 
plants in a town with a local population of 5000 people? 

• Arnold Olsen’s observations of possible sturgeon spawning, and 
locals trying to catch them provides further insight into this question.  

• Few records appear after 1920 until 1950’s, 1960’s, 70’s when a 
number of observations were recorded suggesting a small or modest 
numbers of fish using this area.  



 

23 
 

• After 1980 only one sturgeon was reported. 

Darlington Bay 

• 1944 – 47 – Jim Adams would routinely see large sturgeon during the 
summers around the outlets of the flour-mill sluiceways when he was 
working at the Keewatin plants. He would often see a couple of them 
rolling ‘like a whale’; 

• 1960 – 80 – Glen Garrow routinely sees sturgeon surfacing until the 
80’s when this was less apparent; says he has a photo of his daughter 
who was water skiing beside a sturgeon; 

• 1969 – 82 – Elizabeth Campbell says it was not uncommon to see a 
few young sturgeon (~3” long) in small numbers swimming along the 
shoreline of their property on the north central part of the bay; 

• 1997 – Brian Apland, records a 54.4 kg. sturgeon near Darlington Bay 
boat lift site, apparently killed by motor propellor {NB}; 

General Impressions  

• Jim Adams sightings suggest that a number of sturgeon may have 
been using this area in the summers of the 40’s; 

• A number of fish were present in the 60’s and 70’s with only one 
adult reported beyond that period; 

• The comments of sturgeon fry being present in the 70’s are 
isolated but interesting.  

Locke Bay 

• 1920’ –30’s – Al Hick’s father used to see lots of sturgeon near 
entrance to Locke Bay; 

• 1930’s – Grace Kozak had a farm about a half way down the Bay on 
the north side; she recalls seeing lots of sturgeon rolling all over the 
bay; husband Martin occasionally caught a sturgeon;  

• 1950’s – Jean Paul Jones sees about 5 sturgeon in the Locke Bay – 
Laurenson’s Island area; 

• 1959 – 61 – Jean Paul witnesses a large fish (~ 82 kg) being caught in 
Locke Bay; 

• 1960’s – Al Hicks knows person who shoots at sturgeon from his boat 
house; 
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• 1950’s – 80’s – David Jones sees six sturgeon over this period outside 
Locke bay, plus one large one washed up on shore; 

• 1965 – large sturgeon caught at Olsen’s camp in Locke Bay (Mac 
Morrison) – likely the James Smother’s fish (77 kg); 

• 1970 –76 – Mel Henley finds a dozen or more sturgeon a year along 
the shoreline amongst the shiners; 

• 2009 – Jean Paul sees a sturgeon (~14 kg) west of the Powder Puff; 
and his sister sees another one also.  

General Impressions  

• From the 20’s through to 1976 there are a fair number of 
observations of sturgeon, with the suggestion that numbers have 
declined over time. 

• These observations are complimentary to the experiences of the 
Dalles Elders who reported frequent trips up and down the river 
between the Dalles and Rideout Bay. Laurenson’s Island and Bay 
are just offshore from Locke Bay. They were traditional camping 
and fishing areas. 

• Only two records after 1976. 

Dalles 

• 1930’s – elder comments that father and grandfather caught 4 –5 
sturgeon yearly at Dalles and south to Rideout Bay; a lot of people 
were fishing for sturgeon; usually large fish; families would gather 
at Rideout Bay for feast and ceremonies (e.g. Treaty days); used to 
sell fish at local markets in Kenora and Keewatin; stopped fishing in 
1970; 

• 1940’s – caught sturgeon between Dalles to Rideout Bay; lot of 
sturgeon in reserve area and people would go after them between 
May and August; 3-4 trips back and forth; camped at Laurenson’s 
Bay 1941 – 1971; “by the 1970’s it was really difficult to catch 
sturgeon; 

• elder comments that father used to catch sturgeon around Rideout 
Bay; 

• 1950’s – elder comments that 4 or 5 large sturgeon would be caught 
in a year (close to reserve); would go to Old Fort Island 3 –4 times 
per year and sell sturgeon and other fish at the markets; 
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• 1950 – 55 – elder watches grandfathers setting hook lines at the 
Dalles and catching large sturgeon; 

• 1950’s - 60’s – Arnold Olsen, fisheries technician MNR, commonly 
sees hook lines set for sturgeon, no one living at Dalles;  

• 1957 – Val Macins, fisheries biologist, witnesses 3 sturgeon being 
caught during the pickerel spawn collection at the Dalles; one about 
18 kg and two 9 kg; 

• 1965 – 70 – elder comments on traveling up and down river selling 
fish, rice and blueberries; 

• late 60’s – Al Hicks sees hook line set for sturgeon at the little 
Dalles; no one was living at Dalles at that time (consistent with 
Cuyler Cotton’s research noting an evacuation of the reserve by 
1968); 

• 1977 – 2010 – elder hasn’t heard or seen anyone catching a sturgeon 
since moving to Dalles in1977;  

• 1996 - 99 – elder comments that sturgeon could be seen swimming 
close to shore and surfacing 2 or 3 times in a summer?? (uncertain 
as to year);  

• 1980 – 2010 – elder has lived in Dalles for over 30 years; has gone 
out fishing ‘every year’ with a rod and reel looking for sturgeon; he 
hasn’t caught or seen one.   

General Impressions 
 

• In the 30’s, 40’s and 50’s a number of elders spoke of a routine 
lifestyle of moving between the Dalles and Rideout Bay, subsisting on 
sturgeon, other fish and native foods. It generally appears that families  
caught 4 or 5 sturgeon a year, some of which they would take to the 
markets in town or use in ceremonies and celebrations at Rideout Bay. 
There was some reference to camping at Laurensons Bay. 

• The 1957 observation by Val Macins clearly demonstrates the 
presence of some sturgeon at the Dalles. 

• There are 3 comments that generally sum up the situation after the 
50’s, including this remark “by the 70’s it was really difficult to catch 
a sturgeon”. 
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Rideout Bay 
 

• 1920 –40 – Grace Kozak recalls seeing sturgeon in Rideout Bay; 

• 1942 – 1946 – Mac Morrison as a teenager spent a lot of time in the 
Bay; about 50 tents on Old Fort Island at that time being used by 
aboriginal people; he saw a large sturgeon that had died (~ 27kg) and 
was floating among the logs; used to watch the aboriginal fishermen 
unload their catches and often saw a few small sturgeon (less then 1.5 
kg) mixed in with the commonly caught species (jacks and pickerel); 
he also saw some of Bud Hatches harvest with 1.4 – 2.3 kg sturgeon 
and as many as eight small sturgeon on one occasion; he probably saw 
about 50 catches in total and not all would have small sturgeon; the 
sturgeon were more abundant in the river then on the lake; 

• 1954 – 1969 -  Ron Wyder reports seeing sturgeon spring and summer 
when traveling back from catching shiners further down river. In the 
Kimberly Rapids area and the east channel he would routinely see 
large sturgeon surfacing behind the boat after they had passed. The 
most he saw on a trip was 9 fish; on two occasions he saw sturgeon in 
the main channel in the effluent of the mill. The number of sightings 
declined through the 60’s; in 1969 they didn’t see any because of the 
large amounts of pulp fiber all over the place; 

• 1984 –88 – Bob Partridge , conservation officer recalls log booms in 
the bay in 1984 but not in1988;confirms that suckers are spawning 
there currently; says that in early 80’s the water in Sand Lake ‘stunk’ 
likely from the wood fiber; 

• 1993,1995 – Martin Wagenaar, Kenora Power House operator saw 
two mid sized sturgeon caught below the dam in Rideout Bay {NB}. 

 
General Impressions 
 

• 1920 – 45 some sturgeon were seen in Rideout Bay, although one 
was dead.   

• Mac Morrisons observations about small sturgeon are intriguing 
suggesting that these fish came as a result of successful spawning 
within the years prior to 1942 – 46. The catches from local 
aboriginal fishers would likely have come from the study area, 
while those from Bud Hatch could have come from anywhere on 
the river (ie Rat Portage to downstream of Whitedog). 
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• Ron Wyder’s observations of numbers of sturgeon in the main 
channels down to Kimberly Rapids suggest the presence of 
moderate numbers of adult fish present in the 50’s and early 60’s. 

  
Black Sturgeon Lake 
 

• 1930’s – elder comments that they were fishing sturgeon in Black 
Sturgeon Lake; 

• 1936 – over a 5 –6 year time span, Arnold and Charlie Canfield 
used to see a few sturgeon every year in the spring time in a small 
sandy bay near the road to Redditt; 

• pre 40 or 50’ s – elder comments that grandfather used to catch 
sturgeon in Black Sturgeon Lake; 

• 1954 – Ron Wyder, nephew of Cam Everett (commercial fishing 
license) reports that they never saw a sturgeon; 

• 1960 - 70 – Dennis Moon, conservation officer confirms that he had 
seen sturgeon in Black Sturgeon Lake; 

• 1972 ish – Glen Iram reported to have a picture of a sturgeon 
(~75kg) caught near Sturgeon Lake Bay Camp; 

• 1980 – Gord McKie – routinely saw sturgeon in Beauty Bay rolling 
on the surface (1981 –89); 

• 2005 – Cam Coleman, a resident of Winnipeg, catches an 85-inch 
lake sturgeon while angling for walleye in Upper Black Sturgeon 
Lake.  The fish is estimated at over 170 pounds and, if it had been 
properly weighed, may have broken the world angling record for 
lake sturgeon;  

• 2010 – Jen McKie catches small sturgeon (~1 kg) in a bass 
tournament near Drewry Creek. 

 
General Impressions 
 

• Some good observations that sturgeon were present in the 30’s to 50’s 
with observations that some were still there in 80’s. 

• There was obviously one there on September 1, 2010 when Jen 
McKie caught one fishing with a tube jig. 
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Minaki 
 

• 1920’- 30’s – Al Hick’s father sees sturgeon “stacked like cordwood” 
at Minaki (likely from Bud Hatch fishery in English River); 

• 1940 - 50’s – elder comments that father caught sturgeon at Minaki; 

• pre 1956 – Doug Simmons recalls pictures of sturgeon caught at Holst 
Point; 

• late 1950’s – Larry Kabestra catches a few sturgeon but not many; 
can’t recall catching small sturgeon as a bycatch; 

• early 60’s – Mel Henley caught  a 4.5 kg sturgeon below Minaki 
Bridge; 

• mid 1960’s – Eddie Buckler catches big one at Minaki Bridge {NB}; 

• 1965 – John Feedoff caught 45 kg sturgeon (NB); 

• 1970’s – 80’s – John Holmstrom has seen sturgeon a number of times 
under the Minaki Bridge in the summers {NB}. 

 
General Impressions 
 

• Observations show scattered records of sturgeon present throughout 
our study period up to 1980. 

 
Sand Lake 
 

• 1957 –59 – Henry Fisher, a commercial fisherman from Whitedog  
would see 3 or 4 sturgeon a day throughout Sand and Little Sand lakes 
when traveling on these waters; 

• 1960’s – Jack Charlesworth has seen sturgeons jumping out of the 
water {NB}; 

• early 1960’s – Mel Henley, commercial fisherman on Sand Lake, 
caught 3 or more smaller sturgeon and a large one in a trap net at Big 
Beach; there were a number of instances of damage to nets by 
sturgeon around Harbour Island; 

• early 70’s – John Holmstrom catches 45 kg sturgeon near Big Beach 
(NB); 

• 1980’s John saw large sturgeon west of Twin Islands {NB}; 

• 1979 – Margo Seefield, Black Bear Portage Lodge Minaki reports that 
a large sturgeon pulled a clients boat around West Bay (NB);  

• 1997 – John catches a 9 kg sturgeon 3 times west of Hat Rack Point 
(NB); 
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• 1999 – John catches one sturgeon (18.1 kg) 2x, also a 13.6 and a 59 
kg sturgeon on east side of Harbour Island (NB}.  

 
General Impressions 
 

• This water body, well downstream of Kenora, seems to have retained 
a modest population of sturgeon. 

Rough Rock Lake 
 

•  1960 – 65 – elder comments that he would see several sturgeons 
surfacing nearly every day in early summer; they were in the bays 
feeding on mayflies; 

• 1960’s – elder saw sturgeons surfacing several times over course of 
one summer near Roughrock Narrows;  

• late 70’s – 80’s – elder comments that he has seen sturgeon surfacing 
near Rough Rock Channel around July. 

 
General Impressions 
 

• Are there more here then we know? Comments came from guides 
fishing for other species. 

 
Whitedog Falls 
 

•  pre 1940-ish  - John Hunter, a commercial fisherman born at 
Whitedog in 1940; his grandfather used to spear sturgeon at the outlet 
of the North Channel around Whitedog Island; believes that 
Whitedog Falls was a spawning area;   

• pre 1958 – John Michaud, a commercial fisherman from Whitedog; 
he and his dad used to fish for sturgeon successfully in the spring  in 
the north channel of Whitedog Island at the 2nd and 3rd rapids; he 
believed that the channel would have been navigable for sturgeon; 

• 1956 – 58 – Doug Simmons was an electrician at the time the 
Whitedog Dam was constructed on the Winnipeg River. From his 
description, the main channel was likely impassable; however, there 
was a north channel around Whitedog Island which may have 
allowed passage for sturgeon upstream of the falls; 

• 1961/67 – Doug saw a very large sturgeon below the dam (~2.5 m); 



 

30 
 

• 1966 – 67 – following a tragic accident where a number of people 
drowned after losing control of their boat below the dam. Doug was 
talking with one of the divers assisting with the search. He told him 
that the search had to be aborted because they couldn’t see the bottom 
because of the large numbers of sturgeon. This event likely occurred 
about July as the party appeared to be picking blueberries. The area 
of sturgeon was described as about one half the size of Rabbit Lake 
(i.e. about a hectare?); 

• 1986 – 87 – Mel Henley relays a story by Jack Stevens, maintenance 
person at the dam; apparently during some work on the raceways 
below the dam divers saw large numbers of sturgeon (needs to be 
confirmed); 

• 1990’s – Bob Partridge, conservation officer on Winnipeg River 
never personally encountered sturgeon; he did paddle and portage the 
north channel that was filled in to pass more water past the Whitedog 
Falls Dam; he believed that it may have been passable for sturgeon as 
an access route to the upper river; 

• 2000 – Alfred Woelke, Ontario Hydro dam operator at Whitedog 
dam, has worked there for 9 years and hasn’t seen sturgeon below the 
dam; says the spillway is very deep and when flowing, it’s very fast 
{NB}; 

• 2011 – Bart Myles, electrician et Whitedog Dam confirms description 
above by Alfred; has also seen one dead sturgeon upstream and one 
dead one downstream of dam in 28 years; 

• 2005 – Edith Jack and Bill Fraser –commercial fishers from 
Whitedog; they caught 8 sturgeon below Whitedog Falls Dam 5 years 
ago and claim there are lots there now;  

• 2010 – Henry Fisher, a commercial fisherman from Whitedog 
believes that it’s unlikely that sturgeon could have passed through the 
Whitedog Falls, but it may have been possible through the North 
Channel. 

 
General Impressions 
 

• Observations before the dam suggest that the falls area and the North 
Channel were likely spawning areas for sturgeon; sturgeon were 
harvested within the north channel rapids. 
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• The diver’s observations regarding sturgeon numbers post dam could 
be significant. There is a possibility that the dam may be a significant 
factor to sturgeon migration within the river system. 

• Other then the above comment it appears that sturgeon are present in 
at least modest numbers. 

•  There is a shared opinion of resident fishers that sturgeon may have 
used the North Channel as a passage way around the falls.  

 
 
Kettle Falls / One Man Lake (residents from the study area also 
commented on experiences beyond the study area) 
 

• 1932 – 43 – elder and family would move from Whitedog and later 
from Dalles to One Man Lake to harvest sturgeon to the middle of 
July; the entire community of Whitedog would move to One Man 
for the sturgeon harvest. “ It was the only place they knew where 
you could harvest sturgeon so successfully”; he recalls big double 
prop planes making 3 trips a day to transport sturgeon; 

• 1938 – Elizabeth Campbell’s father sees sturgeon “piled like 
cordwood “ at the Kenora Fish Market (likely from Bud hatch 
fishery in English River or Tetu Lake); 

• late 40’s – 50’s – family catching sturgeon with nets in English 
River; 

• 1950 – 60’s – elder comments that father went to Kettle Falls to fish 
sturgeon; 

• 1950 – 60’s – elder comments that father used to go to Kettle falls 
to shoot sturgeon; 

• 1950 - 60’s – elder comments that a 100 sturgeon caught at One 
Man Lake; 

• Late 70’s – early 80’s – elder comments that his friends from 
Whitedog have no problem catching sturgeon at Caribou Falls. 

 
General Impressions 
 

• These comments say a lot, particularly about the poor state of the 
upper river fishery in comparison to the One Man Lake area. 
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General Sightings 
 

• 1940 – 60’s – Verna Jagoe reports that occasionally during this period 
a large sturgeon would be brought into the Kenora Fish Market; 

• 1960 - 70’s – Al Hicks would generally see a couple of sturgeon per 
year in his travels around the river; a couple of times he saw sturgeon 
at west end Dufresne Island; 

• 1950 –60’s – Ben Ratuski operated a fish plant in Keewatin; confirms 
that it was rare to get a sturgeon at the north end of Lake of the 
woods; they would run a barge south if there was a request; 

• 1950 – 2011 – Genvie Graffin, a dedicated sports fisherman has never 
seen a sturgeon; 

• 1982 –2010 – elder reports only periodical sightings of sturgeon in 
this period.  

 
General Impressions 
 

• Clearly, after 1940 (and likely before then), few sturgeon were 
brought to Kenora from the study area. 
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The Winnipeg River Study Area Post 1891 
 
“Important native fisheries for Lake Sturgeon existed at the Dalles and 
Whitedog rapids on the Winnipeg River in the Past (OMNR:1990) By the 
turn of the century, this area supported a subsistence and commercial 
fishery, which declined to non-existence by the 1960’s”(Northern 
Bioscience: 2000 {NB}). The report concluded that, “the sturgeon fishery on 
the Winnipeg River may have followed a similar pattern as that on Lake of 
the Woods”.  
 
For comparison, non aboriginal commercial fishing on Lake of the Woods 
began in the late 1880’s. It had been primarily an aboriginal subsistence 
fishery until that time. “Commercial harvests peaked at over 800,000 
kg./year during 1893 – 1895. Within a decade, total annual catches from 
both American and Canadian fisheries had fallen by over 95% and a 
sturgeon fishery was virtually non –existent by the 1930’s” (OMNR; 1990). 
This commercial fishery centered on the south end of the lake. The north end 
of Lake of the Woods was based primarily on species other then sturgeon 
(e.g. whitefish, pickerel, northern pike).  
 
This is a very compressed story about Lake of the Woods, but what’s 
happening with sturgeon on the Winnipeg River? 
 
This report estimates an aboriginal subsistence fishery of 2750 sturgeon 
weighing 31,200 kg prior to 1884. From 1884 until 1890 the estimated 
harvest was 4400 sturgeon with a weight of 50,000 kg. Perhaps this is what 
John Pollister witnessed in 1857, when he was impressed with the Ojibway 
sturgeon fishery below the falls where sturgeon were caught in great 
numbers. 
 
While there are no comparable harvest records applicable to this period on 
the river we do know that around 1892: 

• That the HBC at Rat Portage is still in operation for buying isinglass 
and that isinglass returns at Rat Portage in 1884 – 1890 were higher 
then any period before that, 

• That the community of Rat Portage is growing in size from few 
permanent members in 1879 to 1500 people by 1890, and 5000 folks 
by 1900. In 1879 the settlement consisted of the Hudsons Bay Post 
and two one story log shanties; however the ‘floating population of 
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mining. logging and railway workers approached 3000 (Through the 
Kenora Gateway: 1981, pg.42), 

• That the Ochiichagwe’babigo’ining band list for 1883 shows about a 
100 members with other communities at Wauzhushk Onigum and 
Obashkaandagaang (Washagamis) First Nations also present in this 
area; In 1939, the federal government assessed the populations of the 
Ochiichagwe’babigo’ining at 84 people (29 families) and Rat Portage 
with 126 people (41 families) providing an estimate of about 210 
people who would have depended on sturgeon from the study area, 

• That at least two commercial fish buyers are present and fishing is a 
prospering business particularly after completion of the railway east 
and west by 1883 providing ready access to distant markets, 

• That caviar prices peaked in the 1890’s driving the incentive for 
harvesting sturgeon even higher, 

• That there is a growing sports fishing developing in Rat Portage, 

• That the very successful, Bud Hatch commercial fishery established 
after 1907 (Kenora Miner News: 1961), was awarded downstream of 
Whitedog Falls; a possible indication that the readily accessible upper 
river fishery near Kenora - Dalles may have incurred higher harvests 
during the turn of the century similar to that on Lake of the Woods 
where the sturgeon fishery was virtually non existent shortly after the 
turn of the century, 

• That there is an observation by an employee at Norman dam about 
1907 that the sturgeon were so plentiful that they were catching them 
with baited hooks and hauling them away in box cars, 

• That, generally throughout ‘sturgeon country’ overexploitation was 
commonly the primary factor to initial collapse. 

 
 
The Northern Bioscience report, referencing a similar fate for the Winnipeg 
River as occurred on the Lake of the Woods may not be far from the mark. 
They also remind us that dams may have played a factor. In 1892 the Rat 
Portage Dam and powerhouse was built on the eastern outlet and in 1893, 
the roller dam at the western outlet was replaced with the Norman Dam 
further downstream to its’ current location. These works may have interfered 
with sturgeon access to and from spawning areas, but more important, they 
likely concentrated them below the dams rendering them more vulnerable to 
harvest by fishermen. 
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There are a number of photos from the local museum that depict angling in 
near Kenora and some at the Norman Dam. Unfortunately many are undated 
but are likely in the early 1900’s. Many of these photos show large fish, but 
one shows what appears to be a day’s catch by a group of 8 people of about 
23 fish, that was found in a reference document about sturgeon. Without a 
better photograph identification is suspect, although the picture does confirm 
the existence of a good sports fishery.  
 
This same story of decline is repeated in Manitoba, a close neighbor during 
the colonization of central Canada. After harvests on Lake Winnipeg, the 
Red and Assiniboine River peaked at 445 tonnes in 1900, the fishery was 
closed after reaching only 13 tonnes in 1919. {(NB}. Fisheries on the Nelson 
and Churchill Rivers opened and closed over the years, closing in 1961and 
reopened at low levels in 1970 (Ferguson and Duckworth 1997).  
 
It is the author’s belief that after, about 1884, all the factors discussed above 
played an important part in overexploiting the sturgeon population in the 
study area. In the absence of monitoring records and effective regulation, the 
presence of a relatively large local resident population; and easy access to a 
large, vulnerable concentration of ‘valuable’ sturgeon, it’s not a big jump to 
reach this conclusion.  
 
While sturgeon continued to be present their numbers were likely 
significantly diminished by the early 1900’s, sharing a common history of 
decline and collapse experienced in Lake of the Woods, Lake Winnipeg and 
other neighboring sturgeon fisheries. While timely quantitative evidence 
doesn’t exist, historical accounts provided evidence of an impressive fishery 
at the lake outlets and HBC records confirm the existence of a healthy and 
sizable population during the 1800’s until at least 1890. After the turn of the 
century anecdotal information indicates a large local harvest within the 1900 
– 1910 period, with serious declines at Norman Dam by the 1950’s. Few 
sturgeon are seen by local commercial fish outlets in the 1940’s.  
 
All the factors causing overfishing were present and the decline in the 
sturgeon population was very evident early in the century. The major decline 
likely occurred prior to 1930, and likely before the full impact of other 
adverse effects from pollution, dams and water management practices would 
have taken its’ full toll on the resource. Having said this these latter factors 
have likely played a significant role in further reducing and impeding 
recovery of the sturgeon population in the upper Winnipeg River. 
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Appendix 1 - MEMORIES, ENCOUNTERS & DATA - POST 1900 
 
In the absence of hard information within the study area after 1890, our only 
alternative to further track the history of sturgeon in the study area is to use 
the few data records available and the memories of people and their 
experiences with sturgeon on the upper Winnipeg River. 
 
What follows are the few data available from written reports but primarily 
the results of discussions with people who had experience with sturgeon in 
the upper Winnipeg River. This information is important, not only to gain a 
sense for abundance, but also to identify areas used by sturgeon for potential 
rehabilitation planning. This information will be supplemented with the 
observations and information presented in the Northern Bioscience report. 
 
There is some mystery, confusion and uncertainty leading into the 20th 
century regarding the status of the commercial fishery for sturgeon. A local 
newspaper article in March 1961, by Clarence Dusang puts Bud Hatch into 
the commercial fishing business in 1907. Licensed for the waters beyond 
Whitedog he spent from 1907 to 1940’s fishing for sturgeon primarily in 
Umfreville, One Man, Tetu and Swan Lakes. He may also have done some 
fishing upstream of Whitedog in Roughrock and Sand Lake but this is 
uncertain.  
 
There are three photos from the museum showing catches of sturgeon likely 
the result of Mr. Hatch’s efforts. One photo at Camp Iris shows over 20 
sturgeon.  Another photo dated 1927 shows a catch of 480 pounds and 
another shows Hazel and Carmel Hatch (no date) with a very large sturgeon. 
(Ed comment – camp Iris may have been at Tetu or Umfreville Lake, 
although Umfreville was often fished in the winter. 
 

Discussions with David Jones, and some of the fishermen from Whitedog 
revealed that the Hatchs’ (Bud and his father) introduced the use of gill nets 
to the Winnipeg River sturgeon fishery. The claim was that they were more 
successful then the hook lines being used by traditional Ojibway fishermen. 
 
Mr. Hatch would use rock pens to retain sturgeon alive (as also done by 
aboriginal people) until shipping to markets catering to ethnic markets and 
holidays. There were several portages enroute to Minaki where the catch 
could be shipped in refrigerated railway cars on the National 
Transcontinental Railway after 1910. Minaki wasn’t accessible by road until 
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about 1960. Bud Hatch apparently shipped caviar and sturgeon directly to 
his markets, and used the local Ojibway for packing and hauling the catch. 
He was known locally as the “sturgeon ogema”.  
 
Jean Paul Jones (another nephew) indicated that Bud also shipped out of 
Kenora. In the 20’ – 30’s period catches heading for Chicago would be ‘like 
cordwood’.  
 
Before the railway reached Minaki Bud also worked on one of the four big 
steamers plying the river during construction of the railway to gain more 
experience on the river. In 1918 he bought a passenger boat “the Moose” 
and another in 1942, “the Iris H”. These boats phased his operations more 
and more into passenger services and tourism.  
 
“It is reported that Mr. Hatch experienced a good deal of success in this 
venture and was said to have taken large tonnages of this species (sturgeon) 
through to the 40’s. (Umfreville/Oneman) (OMNR, Kenora District Files: 
1963) 
 

Museum photos 
 
There is a 1915 photo showing a person fishing with other people gathered 
below the Norman Dam. 
 
In 1918, Colonel Scharr displays a large sturgeon caught below Norman 
Dam. 
 
There is a 1920 photo of a large sturgeon caught below Norman Dam and 
another photo (no date – but appears to within same general time frame) that 
shows quite a large sturgeon and also a number of whitefish caught at 
Norman Dam. 
 
Two photos of larger numbers of sturgeon, one labeled “480 lb – one days 
catch – 1927”.  The other photos with a good number sturgeon (i.e. >25) 
were labeled “sturgeon camp Iris” and another labeled “Hazel & Carmel 
Hatch” beside a large sturgeon.  There is a likelihood that these photos were 
taken below Whitedog dam and after or about the 1920’s. 
 
Another photo, labeled ‘215 lb sturgeon caught by Harold Johnson – 1953” 
and believed to be caught in Lake of the Woods 
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Appendix 2 - Interviews and Discussions with Kenora and Area 
Residents - 2010: Supplemented with Results of Northern Bioscience - 
2000 and Elder Interviews by Sheldon Ratuski  

 
• 1907 – Doug Perrault – Now retired, Doug spent 37 years working at 

the mill, and his last 4 years at Norman Dam. He never saw a 
sturgeon. However, his grandfather worked at the Norman Dam 
~1907 and told him stories that the sturgeon below the dam were so 
plentiful they would haul them away in boxcars, catching them with 
baited hooks. His grandfather passed away in 1970. Doug also 
referenced some turbine upgrades of the dam that may have provided 
a passage for fish in the years (early 90’s) between upgrades. He also 
told me that it would be difficult for fish to pass this barrier; it’s a 
sluiceway that spills from the top, while at Whitedog they spill at the 
bottom. He also said that walleye spawn in and around the turbine 
effluent areas in the spring. 

• Pre 1940’s – Elder #1 – born and raised on Winnipeg River. 
Grandfather and Father fished in spring and caught a sturgeon every 
2–3 weeks. Caught 4 or 5 sturgeon over summer, near Dalles and 
south to Rideout Bay. Showed a number of areas around Dalles and 
Black Sturgeon where fishing occurred. Fish were large. There were 
300 – 400 people at Dalles at that time. A lot were fishing for 
sturgeon.  Sturgeon were always served during special feasts and 
ceremonies, such as Treaty days when families from all over would 
gather in Rideout Bay. The family used to sell sturgeon at the local 
fish markets in Kenora and Keewatin.  Father used to go up to Kettle 
Falls to shoot sturgeon during the 50’s and 60’s. Father stopped 
fishing in 1970 because something was wrong with the water. 

• Post 1941 – Elder #5 was born at One Man Lake in 1941, lived entire 
life on the river, moving back and forth between Dalles and Rideout 
Bay about 3 or 4 times a year with extended family, harvesting 
sturgeon and other traditional resources from the land. They would 
camp near Laurensons Bay in winter to harvest pulp. Continued this 
life style till 1970 when mercury pollution closed the fishery. 
Remembers a lot of sturgeon being in the area and everyone on the 
reserve would go after them between May and August. The sturgeon 
harvest was central to family and community life between Rideout 
bay and Laurensons Bay (campsites used between 1941 and 1971). A 
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big sturgeon was cut up and shared by everyone. By the 1970’s it was 
really difficult to catch sturgeon.  

• 1958 – Elder #6 – moved to Minaki 1958 and became a fishing guide 
in 1959. Guided on the river around Minaki until 1999. Winters were 
spent cutting pulpwood at Dalles. Grandparent used to talk about 
catching sturgeon in Black Sturgeon Lake. Father used to catch 
sturgeon around Minaki and Rideout Bay. He would see several 
sturgeons surfacing nearly every day in the early summer, while 
guiding around Roughrock Lake from 1960 – 1965. They would be in 
the bays feeding on mayflies. Then all of a sudden they were gone. 
Used to visit family living along English River in late 40’s – early 
50’s who were catching sturgeon on nets. Sturgeon about were about 
1.2 m (4 ft) long. He heard a story from Casey Kelly about Casey’s 
dad, Albert and Archie Fisher catching a 100 sturgeon up by One Man 
Lake in the 50’s or 60’s. At Whitedog catching a big sturgeon was an 
exciting event and shared with the community as a deer or moose. 

• 1951 – 58, 1995 - 2010 - Elder #7 – Born at the Dalles in 1951, and 
lived there until 1958. Returned 1995 and living there since then. 
While growing up (50’s) there 4 or 5 very large sturgeon would be 
caught in a year. The families would go down to Old Fort Island about 
3 or 4 times a summer to sell them and other fish at the markets in 
town. No need to follow the sturgeon, they could catch them close to 
the Dalles. Between 1996–1998/99, their father would tell them to go 
to the river to see the sturgeon swimming up close to shore and 
surfacing. This would occur about 2 or 3 times in a summer when the 
weather was changing or a thunderstorm was coming. While in 
Whitedog a sturgeon was caught and eaten about once a week, parents 
sent their children to Whitedog to learn how to be fishermen.  

• 1964 – 2009 – Elder #3 – moved to Dalles in 50’s so father could cut 
pulp, then to Minaki where father was a fishing guide. Guided with 
father about 1965 and has worked on the river ever since. Doesn’t 
remember anyone fishing for sturgeon on the river. Has seen sturgeon 
surfacing near Rough Rock Channel, around July in late 70’s and 
early 80’s. Friends at Whitedog fish at Caribou Falls today and have 
no problem catching sturgeon.  

• 1965 – 70’s – Elder #2 – lived in Dalles area 65/66 near Rideout Bay 
and Old Fort Island, traveling up and down the river to Minaki selling 
fish, rice and blueberries. Settled at the Dalles late 70’s. Father used to 
go up to Kettle Falls to shoot sturgeon during the 50’s and 60’s. 
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• 1960’s – Elder #4 – Saw sturgeons surfacing several times over 
course of one summer in the 60’s near Roughrock Narrows. Very 
rarely ate sturgeon at Eagle Lake or Rat Portage. 

• 1920/30’s – 70’s – Al Hicks – is a long term property owner on 
Darlington Bay. In the 20’ & 30’s his dad used to watch of sturgeon 
near the entrance to Locke Bay. There were lots of them. In the 20’s 
and 30’s would see sturgeon ‘stacked like cordwood’ at Minaki 
(railway built 1910). In late 60’s there was no one at the Dalles; saw 
hook line across back channel at the Little Dalles. Al would generally 
see a couple of sturgeon around the river in 60’- 70s. A couple of 
times he saw large sturgeon at the west end of Dufresne Island. He 
also knew a fellow who was shooting at sturgeon from his boathouse 
in Locke Bay. 

• 1920’s – Grace Kozak was born in 1917. She recalls seeing sturgeon 
in Rideout Bay in the 1920s’ to 1940. They had a farm in Locke Bay 
in 30’s about half way down on the north side; she would see lots of 
sturgeon rolling on the surface all over the bay. In the 1930’s Martin 
would set nets and occasionally catch a sturgeon. One that he caught 
was an 18 kg (40 lb) fish in Locke Bay. 

• 1937 – Elder #11 – family moved down to Minaki in fall of 1937 to 
guide moose hunters, then to Dalles in winter and spring to cut pulp. 
At that time they would move out of the area to harvest sturgeon and 
blue berries every summer. Every June, from 1932 to about 1943, they 
would move from Whitedog , and later from Dalles, to One man Lake 
where they would harvest sturgeon to the middle of July. The entire 
community of Whitedog would move to One Man for the sturgeon 
harvest. It was the only place they knew where people could harvest 
sturgeon so successfully. Three times a day, nearly every day during 
the sturgeon harvest 3 big double –prop planes would come to pick up 
the previous days catch, each plane would hold 4 or 5 sturgeon. The 
smaller sturgeon were kept for eating. The sturgeon harvest was a 
source of income as a source of food; it was a business. 

• 1936 – Arnold and Charlie Canfield saw sturgeon in springtime in 
Black Sturgeon Lake in a sandy cove near the bridge to Redditt. At 
that time the lake was mainly undeveloped. They saw a few each year 
over a 5 – 6 year time span. Arnold brought me to the location and 
also showed me the west end of Black Sturgeon up to the outlet. The 
outlet channel would appear to be passable for sturgeon from the 
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Winnipeg River. Walleye spawn there in the spring (latter two 
comments are personal observations). 

• 1938 – 1982 – Elizabeth Campbell – Her father witnessed sturgeon 
‘stacked like cordwood’ at the Kenora Fish Market 1938/39 – 
Between1969 – 1982, it was not uncommon (every day) to see young 
sturgeon swimming along the shoreline at the family property on the 
north central area of Darlington Bay. These fish were ~7.6 cm. Long 
(~3 inches) and generally in small groups (i.e. less than three). 
Elizabeth also provided some insight into the use of traditional open 
water camping (or gathering) areas immediately downstream of the 
east and west outlets of the lake. These were in common use through 
the 60’ and 70’s by aboriginal people. 

• 1942 – 1946 – Mac Morrison – As a teenager Mac spent a lot of time 
in the Rideout Bay area, working on the log booms and doing 
whatever teenagers do at that age. At that time there were about 50 
tents on Old Fort Island occupied by aboriginal people. He saw a dead 
sturgeon about 27 kg (60 lb) floating among the logs. He used to 
watch the fishermen unload their catches at the docks, and in the 40’s 
he often saw small sturgeon in the catch (e.g. less than 1.5 kg.). The 
catch was mostly jacks and some walleye but it was not uncommon to 
see one or two little sturgeon. As well a the catch by native peoples he 
did see some of Bud Hatch’s with 1.4 – 2.3 kg  (3 – 5 lb) sturgeon 
with as many as 8 on one occasion. Bud would unload his catches 
about twice a week. In the 40’s, altogether he probably saw about 50 
catches by the fishermen. Mac claimed that large sturgeon (not 
uncommon) were used mostly for their caviar at that time. People ate 
a bit. Also, he mentioned that sturgeon were more abundant in the 
river then in the lake.  In mid 60’s he spoke of a large sturgeon about 
136 kg (300 lb) being caught at Olsen’s Camp at Locke Bay. 

• 1940 – 60’s – Verna Jagoe – She was the daughter of Carl Lindstrom, 
owner of the Kenora Fish Market since 1931 until 1971. The store 
was originally built in 1914 by Frank Gustafson. Verna started work 
in early 40’s. She worked summers while at college, then full time to 
1952. Thereafter, she worked on and off until the Freshwater Fish 
Marketing Board came into effect. Verna would assist with the 
documentation required to maintain accounts, deliver fish to local 
clients, sell fish over the counter, pump gas, and contact and ensure 
that shipments got out to the clients in markets in Toronto, Montreal, 
Fort Erie, Boston, Chicago and New York (plus other duties as 
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assigned Ed.). At the time, the competition was from Mr. Israel Katz 
of the Katz Fish Market. “The commercial fishing industry was a big 
part of Kenora’s economy at that time. …Every day was fish day as 
many native people brought their catches in daily” (Common Ground: 
Stories of the Lake of the Woods 2010).  The store also packaged fish 
from anglers for transporting them home and the article also 
references a 98 kg (215 lb ) sturgeon caught by uncle Harold in July 
1953 (no location). “A big part of our wholesale business during the 
1940’s to 1960’s was the transport by bush plots from northern 
Ontario lakes such as Anicinabe, Red Lake, Umfreville and One Man 
Lake”(Common Ground: 2010).  The Common Ground report also 
references the fish market dealing with sturgeon from the Winnipeg 
River and when in season they sold pails of caviar. In my discussions 
with Verna she clarified that sturgeon were not commonly brought 
into the store, but she has stated that when they did they were usually 
from the Dalles.  

• 1944-47 – Jim Adams – When working at the Keewatin flour mills 
during the summers he would routinely see sturgeon in the outlets of 
the sluiceways. Would often see a couple of them ‘rolling like a 
whale’. There were more at Mill A (the current boat launch channel), 
then at Mill C to the east. Both channels emptied into the north side of 
Darling ton Bay. 

• 1954 – 67, 1955 – 57, 2001 – 2010 – Elder # 12 – lived along the river 
between the Dalles and Rideout Bay from 1954 – 67. Then again in 
1955 –1957 and then back permanently in 2001. In 1995 or 96 a large 
sturgeon surfaced about two feet away from the boat. Their mother 
used to see them swimming along the shoreline (no Date). 

• 1960’s – Jack Charlesworth – Jack has seen sturgeon on the Sand 
Lakes jumping out of the water in the1960’s; said an Eddie Buckler 
caught a big one at Minaki bridge in mid 1960’s; a John Freedoff (ex 
MNR)caught one in 1965 ..was a 100lb (45 kg) plus {NB}1965 – 
James Smothers, Iowa, catches 77 kg (169 lb) sturgeon in Locke Bay 
{NS} 

• late 1950 –80’s – David Jones, nephew of Bud Hatch, owns property 
on Locke Bay, Winnipeg River – saw about 6 sturgeon just outside 
Locke Bay over this period; also a large one washed up on shore (5.5 ‘ 
long) in Locke Bay 

• since 50’s – 2009 – Jean Paul Jones saw 5 as a kid (12 years) in the 
Locke Bay area around Laurensen’s Island and outside Locke bay, 
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including one in the summer of 2009 west of the Powder Puff (approx 
30 lb). His sister also saw one that summer. Witnessed a large 
sturgeon being caught (180+ lb) in 1959 – 1961 timeframe in Locke 
Bay. 

• 1954 – 1970 – Ron Wyder – nephew of commercial fisherman 
licensed for Black Sturgeon Lake and used to help him fishing 
primarily walleye and whitefish. He never saw a sturgeon. He also 
assisted his dad and Merv Howard fishing for shiners during open 
water spring and summer from the outlet dams to Sturgeon rapids. He 
would routinely see large sturgeon surfacing behind the boat up to 
1969 generally in the east channel around Kimberly Rapids, although 
on two occasions he saw sturgeon in the main channel within the 
effluent of the mill. The most in one year was 9 fish. The sightings 
were less as the years closed in on 1969. In 1969, didn’t see many 
because there was pulp fiber all over and nets used around the town 
were clogged with it. He referenced a claim by Bill Kerr that in 1954 
sturgeon were able to move through the Norman Dam when it was 
opened to spill water. 

• 1950 – 2010 – Genvie Grafin, a long term dedicated sports fisherman 
on the Winnipeg River. As a kid he used to fish at the outflow sawmill 
of the Ogilvie Flour Mill (formerly Mill C) in Darlington Bay, across 
from his current home where the walleye spawned. He used to see 
tulibee at Norman Dam. In all his years he never saw a sturgeon. 

• 1957 – Val Macins – fist year as a fisheries biologist in Kenora 
witness to 3 sturgeon being caught at the Dalles during a pickerel 
spawn taking operation. One large on about 40 lb and two about 20lb.  

• 1948 – 55, 1982 – 2010 – born in Dalles in 1948 and lived there till 
1955. Moved back in 1982 and lived there since. Would watch both 
grandfathers harvesting sturgeon by setting hooks where the marina is 
now. They were catching large sturgeon (e.g. about 1.8 m) long. 
Remembers seeing sturgeon swimming near Norman Dam in the 60’s. 
They have seen sturgeon periodically in the river during the summer 
since moving back.  

• 1950 –60’s – Larry Kabestra – had a fish camp at Minaki; late 50’s he 
was catching a few sturgeon but not many. He couldn’t recall seeing 
any small sturgeon when fishing for other species.  

• 1960’s – Mel Henley, was a commercial fisherman in Sand Lake prior 
to John Holmstrom in early 60’s.  He caught 3 or more smaller 
sturgeon and one large one in a trap net at big beach in Sand Lake, 
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and talked of a number of instances at north end Harbour Island where 
nets were damaged by sturgeon. Similar stories were also reported by 
John Holmstrom. He also caught a 4.5 kg (10 lb) sturgeon below the 
bridge at Minaki. In the 50’s and 60’s worked at the Kenora Fish 
market where the occasional sturgeon was brought in. He entered the 
baitfish business (1970 – 76) and commonly encountered sturgeon 
with concentrations of shiners. He would see a dozen or so a year near 
the entrance to Locke Bay where shiners were along the shoreline. At 
the Norman Dam in June he would also see a few sturgeon amongst 
the shiners over 2 – 3 years. He trapped sturgeon at Norman dam 
when the turbines were shut down in the late 70’s and again caught 
more in 1980 during a maintenance shut down. In June 1986/87 he 
spoke of a story by Jack Stevens, the maintenance guy at Whitedog 
dam. Apparently, while working on the raceways below the dam with 
divers, ‘the bottom was covered with sturgeon’. This can be 
confirmed by Camp Erica, near Tetu Lodge.  

• 1967 – 2005 – John Holmstrom was a commercial fisherman with 
license for whitefish mainly in Sand Lake 1972. Summary by 
Northern Bioscience, 2000 – caught 45 kg sturgeon near Big Beach 
early 1970’s, - 1980’s – saw large sturgeon on surface west of Twin 
Islands, - winter 1997 caught a 9 kg sturgeon 3x south west of Hat 
Rack Point, -1999 – Feb. - Mar. -caught one sturgeon 2x (18.1 kg), 
also a 13.6 kg and a 59 kg (estimate) specimen winter 1999 on east 
side of Harbour Island. Has seen fish under the Minaki bridge a 
number of times during the summer months. Mervin Reid said 
sturgeon were once netted at the Minaki railway bridge. These 
accounts are from Northern Bioscience: 2000) In my discussions with 
him he couldn’t recall seeing any juvenile sturgeon while fishing for 
whitefish. 

• 1960’s – 70’s – Dennis Moon – As a conservation officer he spent 
many days on the Winnipeg River. He did not pass on much 
information but he did say that he saw sturgeon in Black Sturgeon 
Lake. 

• 1956 - 1966 – Doug Simmons – was an electrician at the time the 
Whitedog dam was built at Whitedog Falls between 1956 and 1958. 
There were two outlets from Roughrock Lake that split to form 
Whitedog Island. The smaller North Channel was filled in & damned 
up to direct water through the main south channel and Whitedog Falls. 
When constructing the powerhouse it was like a small city during 
construction with a hospital, pool hall, bunk houses, kitchen and 
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dining facilities. Starting in 1952, it later peaked at over 900 workers. 
There was no road access to the site until 1959/60. A sad tale occurred 
in 1966 or 67, when a group of native people lost control of their boat 
and it was sucked under the downstream lip of the dam. Unfortunately 
all but one was drowned. In an effort to recover the bodies divers were 
used and the outflow was reduced in the tailrace to facilitate 
discovery. One of the divers informed Doug that they had to abort the 
search because they couldn’t see the bottom because of the large 
concentration of sturgeon. It would appear that this event may have 
occurred in July and the party was attempting to pick blueberries. 
Doug described the area involved as about one half the size of Rabbit 
Lake. Doug also saw a huge sturgeon about 2.5 m (8 ft) long below 
the dam in 1961/62. Doug described the south channel as a 33.5 m 
(quarter mile) of white water through a narrow channel. He 
remembers seeing pictures of sturgeon caught around Holst point 
prior to 1956 and he believes that pickerel in mushy and dark in 
Roughrock Lake because of the mill effluent in (1956). 

• 1950 – 60’s – Ben Ratuski operated a fish plant at Keewatin. He 
confirmed that it was rare to get a sturgeon at north end of the lake. 
They would run a barge to the south end if a request for sturgeon was 
made.  

• 1960 – Bill Thompson – dam operator for Abitibi Consolidated saw a 
large fish caught in 1960 below Norman Dam {NB) 

• 1973 – Leo Perczuk, local fisherman, hooked a big sturgeon that 
broke his 30 lb test line below the Kenora Power Plant {NB}.  

• 1979 – Margo Seefield, Black Bear Portage Lodge Minaki reports that 
a large sturgeon pulled a clients boat around West Bay {NS}.   

• 1960’ – 2010 – Glen Garrow, a long time resident and property owner 
on Darlington Bay, referenced seeing sturgeon at Norman Dam in the 
60’s and routinely in Darlington Bay until the 80’s when they became 
less apparent. He occasional saw one or two in front of the author’s 
house on the north central section of the bay. He has a picture of one 
beside his daughter when she was water skiing.    

• 1972 ish – Glen Iram – picture of sturgeon (~ 165 lb) caught near 
Sturgeon Lake Bay Camp.  

• 2005 – large sturgeon rolled against boat entrance to Locke Bay ? – 
Andy Olson 

• 1980 – 2010 – Gord and Jen McKie – When 13 – 19 years old, Gord 
would routinely see sturgeon in the  Beauty Bay area of Black 
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Surgeon Lake rolling on the surface (1981 – 1989). Jen caught a small 
sturgeon on September 12, 2010 while fishing in a bass tournament. 
The fish was caught near Drewry Creek, and weighed about 1 kg (2 –
3 lb). (A result of the Dalles sturgeon stocking?) 

• 1977 – 2010 Elder #9 – moved to Dalles in 1977 and hasn’t seen or 
heard of anyone catching sturgeon. 

• 1980 – 2010 – Elder #8 – has lived at Dalles for over 30 years. He has 
gone out every from Rideout Bay to Minaki with rod and reel trying 
to catch a sturgeon. Hasn’t seen or caught one. 

• 1980’s – Mike Zdep – works at Norman Dam, saw one fish at Norman 
Dam in early 80’s {NB} 

• 1984 – 2000+ - Bob Partridge, conservation officer MNR worked a lot 
on the upper Winnipeg River but never personally encountered 
sturgeon. In early years the water in Big Sand lake ‘stunk’, likely from 
wood fibre but it is way better now. Believes that the mill wiped out 
rapids from effluent discharge initially but confirms that suckers are 
currently spawning there now (i.e. 1st, 2nd and sucker rapids).  He 
recalls that in 1984 Rideout Bay was still being used to boom logs, 
stopping about 1988. He has personally canoed through the north 
channel at Whitedog Island and believes that prior to infilling during 
construction of the Whitedog Falls generating station was likely 
navigable by sturgeon. 

• 1993, 1995 – Martin Wagenaar, Kenora Power House operator saw 
two mid-sized sturgeon caught below the dam in Rideout Bay {NB}. 

• 1997 – Brian Apland, retired MNR, picked up a 54.4 kg (120 lb) dead 
sturgeon near Kenora boat lift, Darlington Bay; likely killed by boat 
prop {NS}. 

• 1998 – Gerry Favreau, Norman Dam operator, saw a 1.8 m (6 ft) more 
than once below the dam. 

• 2000 – Alfred Woelke – Ontario Hydro dam operator at Whitedog 
Dam. He has worked at the dam for 9 years and has not seen sturgeon 
below the dam. He said that the spill way is deep and when water is 
flowing it’s very fast. {NB} 

• 2000 – Randy Miclash – Works at Norman Dam; worked for 6 years 
and not seen any. {NB} 
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The Whitedog Fishermen 
 

• mostly 1950’s, 60’s, 70’s –Henry Fisher (brother of Charlie Fisher) – 
In 1930 – 40’s his dad would spear sturgeon at Kettle falls. Very good 
fishing for sturgeon in One Man Lake. Would sell sturgeon to Lake of 
the Woods Fisheries (Fahlgren). On One Man sometimes you might 
get 5 – 7 sturgeon (‘a big catch’) but more often you would be lucky 
to get one. The fish averaged about 18 – 23 kg (40 – 50 lb). His big 
catch was a 57 kg (125 lb) sturgeon in 1955. They occasionally caught 
small sturgeon as well (i.e. 1 – 3 kg).  At times there were planes 
every day to transport the sturgeon catch. Ontario started building 
Caribou Falls generating station in 1955 –58. The water rose 40’. 
Laurie MacDonald from the Dalles used to fish at One Man Lake but 
since the flooding there was too much wood. In 60’ and 70’s under the 
Band license, Henry fished around the community at Whitedog (Tetu 
& Swan Lake) from May to September, mostly for whitefish and 
walleye, but setting hook lines for sturgeon. You were lucky to get 2 
or 3 sturgeon a month in Tetu compared to One Man where you could 
get 1 – 3 a week. There was more sturgeon in One Man. After the 
Whitedog Falls dam was built (1958 – 1965 ish) Ben Ratuski would 
send a vehicle to the dam to transport the fish to Kenora. The catch 
was largely whitefish, walleye and Jacks but a few sturgeon. Henry 
stopped commercial fishing in the 1970’s. He also commented that in 
1957 – 59 ish he saw 3 or 4 sturgeon a day throughout Little and Big 
Sand Lakes. He believed it unlikely that sturgeon were unable to 
move upstream through Whitedog Falls, but he did feel that the north 
channel around Whitedog Island would have been passable. Another 
story he told was how he taught another band member how to snare 
sturgeon. He was so successful that he caught 7 in a month, then the 
guy took off with the catch. He didn’t say where this occurred. 

• 1942 – 1970 – John Michaud – a commercial fisherman until the 
mercury contamination in 1970. He started fishing in One Man Lake 
mostly for sturgeon, generally catching a fair number but his best 
catch was 14 from one hook line. Moved to Cygnet after the flooding 
at One Man in the 60’s (too many logs).  During this period he 
referenced good fishing around the Boundary Falls area & Eaglenest 
Lake. On one occasion he caught a 58 kg sturgeon (127 lb) and in 
total 60 sturgeon over two months. His cousin caught 60 sturgeon in 
100 days also in the 60’s in the Boundary Falls area. Last year he 
caught 4 sturgeon in Tetu Lake northwest of the reserve. He and his 
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dad fished in the spring before the dam in 1958 and were successful 
spearing sturgeon in the north channel of the Winnipeg River at the 
2nd and 3 rd rapids moving upstream. As Henry Fisher he believed that 
sturgeon could travel through to Roughrock Lake in the North 
Channel before this waterway was blocked. 

• 1940 – 1970 – John Hunter – born @ Whitedog 1940, he fished with 
his dad on 1947 ish with his dad at One Man Lake. They used baited 
hooks to catch sturgeon.  Two airplanes would come in a week to take 
fish to town; the fishing was good. The area used to be a beautiful 
place! He attended residential school in 1954 and 55 and fished 
around the community. He started guiding sports fishermen in 1956 
and continued to 1960 ish. He spent 10 – 11 years in Manitoba. He 
said that the Boundary Falls was a good fishing area for sturgeon and 
believes it good today. It’s also a spawning area as is Whitedog Falls. 
His grandfather used to spear sturgeon at the outlet of the North 
Channel around Whitedog Island. Grandfather also believed that 
Poplar Narrows near the Dalles was also a spawning area. Sturgeon 
have not been touched since 1970 –nor other species – he believes that 
there should lots of fish now.  

• 1924 – 86 – Edith Jack & Bill Fraser – From 1944/46 until a couple of 
years after flooding they fished at One Man Lake, shipping by plane 
about 455 kg (1000 lb) a summer. After One Man they moved to 
Whitedog, but not much in Tetu Lake, although the whitefish and 
pickerel are good in Umfreville since the dam. The Kenora Fish 
Market would come to the community and collect the fish post 1958. 
They caught 8 sturgeon below Whitedog Falls 5 years ago (i.e. 2005) 
and they claim there are lots there now. They also feel that sturgeon 
would not be able to travel through Whitedog Falls.  

 
 
 
 


