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CHAPTER II: THE LAKE SUPERIOR FISHERY IN THE LATTER HALF OF 

THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

A. The Develoement of a Commercial Fishery at Duluth and Along 

the North Shore of Minnesota 

A fishery analogous to that at La Pointe grew up at the same time 

near the western end of the lake, then called Fond du Lac, but soon to 

be known as Duluth. About 1850 there were only two fishermen at that 

place. In any case, there were only about 300 people living at the tip of 

the lake in 1854; so these were the only potential customers for a 

commercial fisherman. But that year, with the signing of the Chippewa 

Treaty of September 30, mining prospectors started to filter into the 

area, legally, particularly along the North Shore of Minnesota. 1 

The copper mining camps near the Keweenaw Peninsula of Michigan 

soon became a marketing place for fish caught in western Lake Superior. 

But the lion's share of fish-for-sale were shipped via the Sault, as they 

had been during the heyday of the American Fur Company fishery. 

Additionally, during the 1850's, there were known instances in which 

frozen fresh fish were shipped overland in the winter to S1. Paul from 

both Duluth and Bayfield. These towns were established in 1854 and 1856 

respectively. Still the magnitude of the fishery operation was stunted 

mainly by a lack of rapid overland transportation I and secondarily by a 

dearth of population around the lake. Yet the fishery grew slowly. 

In 1855, $20,000 worth of fish was shipped through the Sault to the 

lower lakes. The 1857 census of the North Shore indicated there were 89 

full-time fishermen in Lake County and 10 more in S1. Louis County. 

The Panic of 1857 affected commercial fishing in the area because mining 

failures reduced the population. The year 1860 saw at least 438 barrels 

of fish shipped from Superior to the lower lakes. There was no growth 

to the industry during the Civil War. Thus, only 356 barrels of fish 

were shipped over the lake in 1864. 2 
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The year of destiny for DuLuth, at least so far as fishing was 

concerned, was 1870. It was then that the Lake Superior and Mississippi 

Railroad was completed to Duluth. Even the construction phase gave 

impetus to more fishing, since the road gangs had to be fed. 

Construction began at both ends of the line, and for this reason, Duluth 

blossomed to 1 f 100 people in 1869. With completion of the railroad in 

1870, DuLuth's population tripled to 3,130. Entrepreneurs anticipated 

that the new railroad would find a considerable market for Lake Superior 

fish in southern Minnesota and Iowa. At the same time there were more 

fish eaters nearby in the newly burgeoning lumber camps of northern 

M
. 3 rnnesota. 

Fish production statistics for Duluth in 1870 are fragmentary. It is 

known that at least 869 barrels of fish were landed at two docks in the 

city, and about half of these were shipped south by rail. Only about 6.5 

percent of the salted fish were shipped over the lake via the Sault, so 

one must conclude that a high proportion of the catch was being eaten 

locally. 

The opening of the Duluth rail line, together with the completion of 

a wagon road from Bayfield, attracted some fish traffic from the latter 

place in winter. This was used only when the over water route was 

frozen shut among the Apostle Islands. The Bayfielders, most notably 

the Boutin brothers, sent their fish to a St. Paul market. 

The 1870 Census revealed that there were at least 32 full-time 

fishermen along Minnesota's North Shore at that time. One historian of 

that fishery suspected that there was a considerably larger number of 

part-time fishermen living in that region. These men brought their catch 

to Duluth. The city had at least two fish marketing companies, one of 

which was Bradshaw I Bly and Company. Most of the Minnesota fishermen 

used gill nets and small skiffs for their work. The steep rocky bottoms 
4 of the Minnesota waters precluded the use of pound nets there. 
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B. The Early Development of Private Commercial Fishing at Bayfield 

As has been stated earlier in this narrative l subsistence fishing 

continued at La Pointe after the failure of the American Fur Company in 

1842. One writer revealed that the La Pointe output of fish in 1848 

amounted to 1,000 barrels. 5 The S1. Paul Minnesota Pioneer of 

January 30, 1850 told the story of a Frenchman who brought a load of 

fish overland on dog sled from the Chequamegon Bay area. It took the 

man 12 days to make the 175-mile trip I and he sold the trout he had for 

37 cents each and the white fish for 25 cents. 6 

Since various forms of mining started to expand in the region, La 

Pointe fishermen were able to market some of their produce via water to 

the ports of the Upper Michigan Peninsula. There was one pressure, 

however, that tended to diminish the population at La Pointe--that was 

the Treaty with the Chippewa of 1854 1 whereby the Indians were induced 

or enticed to move to newly forming reservations. Since some of them 

left the island for a place due west of Madeline Island on the mainland, 

there was an equal attraction for whites to settle nearby. Thus 1 in l85S, 

the City of Bayfield was established directly opposite the southern end of 

Madeline Island on the Bayfield Peninsula. Most of the waters among the 

Apostle I slands were sheltered from the brunt of either northeaster or 

north wester storms, so that Bayfield became a relatively safe haven for 

boats even without a breakwater. For this reason, many fishermen 

shifted their home port from the island to the mainland. 7 

An early recorder of the Bayfield fishing industry during this era 

was the Reverend James Peet, a Methodist minister. Peet did some 

fishing for himself on occasion I and once went out with a commercial 

fisherman in the latter1s sailboat: IlSaw the Sun rise from the Lake, then 

went out with some fishermen to see them take up their Nets--they got 

some 4 or 5 barrels full. II I n early December of 1857, he wrote in his 

diary that he could see 23 fishing boats on the bay and that Ilthey are 

getting very good hauls now, I understand. II A week later, he could see 

29 fishing boats on the adjacent waters. It is both surprising that the 

catch was so good so late in the season f and that the boats were so 
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numerous. 

But if so, 

Bayfield. 8 

Doubtlessly some of the vessels were home ported elsewhere. 

they risked being ice-bound for the winter months at 

Peet told us something, as well, about the size of the young 

community, and his views of their social life. From the beginning, Peet 

did not approve of the "poperyll he witnessed in the place; and when he 

gave a sermon on this "evil, II he drove one member of the congregation 

out of the church. But mostly the young Methodist preacher was 

horrified at the drinking, gambling and dancing in Bayfield; and when he 

chose these subjects for sermons, most of the town got wind of it and 

declared him to be a persona non grata. After nearly two years of labor 

in the Lord's vineyard, Peet confided to his diary that he thought he did 

not have a single friend in Bayfield. 9 

The town had grown considerably during Peetls tenure there. At 

fi rst, in July 1857, Peet counted 35 houses in town, and guessed there 

were 250 inhabitants. Later he had to revise this figure downward when 

he helped gather the census figures. On March 4, 1858, he found that 

there were 61 adult males, 37 adult females, and 54 children in Bayfield, 

for a total of 152 persons. In checking older records at that time, he 

learned that the town had grown from 112 persons since the previous fall. 

By the time he left, in mid-1859, there were few signs of growth in 

Bayfield. The town population was stagnant at about 115 and there were 

20 fewer adult males or working men about town. For the first time his 

enumeration stated how many people lived on farms nearby, 45 in 

number. 10 

It was not the hostility of Bayfielders that finally drove Reverend 

Peet out of town, but rather the lack of financial support from his flock. 

Peet was continuously absorbed in the worldly necessity of making a 

living; and bemoaned the fact that he was unable to spend more time on 

the care of souls. After he left Bayfield I he compared the people there 

with his beloved Minnesotans. Bayfield had, in Peetls estimation, dismal 

spiritual conditions, and there was far too much "opposition from the 

wicked" and "few to stand by me. II He far preferred Minnesotans, who 

were "a more religious people. 1I11 
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Peet was not the only one who left the area. The town of Ashland 

was almost completely deserted during the Civil War. Only one family, 

that of Martin Roehm, stayed in Ashland from 1863 to 1865. Bayfield was 

more populous for the time being because of its sawmill and fishing 
- d 12 In ustry_ 

It was the lumber industry and its accompanying railroads that 

eventually brought booming times to the Chequamegon Bay area and made 

demands for the expansion of the supportive fishing industry. The early 

sawmills had to rely too extensively on ships to transport the lumber to 

market and could not carry the requisite volume. Aside from the Lake 

Superior and Mississippi Railroad into Duluth, the first rail line to 

Chequamegon Bay was that of the Wisconsin Central which opened at 

Ashland on June 2, 1877. Bayfield got its first rail connection on 

October 12, 1883, when the Chicago, St. Paul, Minneapolis and Omaha 

('lThe Omaha ll
) completed its roadbed on the Bayfield Peninsula. So the 

growing fishery of the Apostle I slands region did not gain access to a 

national market until 18 years after the Civil War. 13 

So far as can be determined, the key year for Bayfield's blossoming 

was 1870. At that point, the town had 300 inhabitants; and one source 

says that none of them were professional fishermen. Doubtlessly the 

impetus for an influx of professionals at that moment was the completion 

of the Lake Superior and Mississippi Railroad into Duluth. Bayfielders 

could land their catches directly at the docks in DuLuth .14 

Whatever the reason, Bayfield had a sudden large increase in the 

number of fishermen in 1870. The most significant part of this growth 

was a fishing family, the Boutins. Among eight brothers, the leaders 

were Nelson and Frank, who quickly formed a fishing company called N & 

F Boutin. Nelson, the elder, had been born in Canada East on August 

17, 1831. The family moved first to Detroit in 1837. The next move, in 

1848, was to Mackinac Island, Michigan. By that time, the family was 

definitely in the fishing business. During the next 5 years, the Boutin 

family, father and sons, moved frequently around the shore of Lake 

Michigan, as they sought the best fishing grounds. Their stops included 
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Whiskey I sland and 51. Helena I sle in the northern part of the Lake; but 

their major stopover point was in Manitowoc County, Wisconsin I just south 

of Green Bay. Nelson Boutin made a small move northward for a time to 

Kewaunee County, Wisconsin, also close to Green Bay; and while there f 

he was elected to the Wisconsin legislature. The family had one other 

stopover at Two Rivers I Wisconsin before returning to Manitowoc. 15 

The migratory moves of the Boutins closely resembled the flight of 

their prey in the lake, the white fish and the lake trout. Already at this 

early date, 1870, inspectors from the federal government were taking note 

of the decrease in abundance of the food fishes of the Great Lakes. The 

United States Commissioner of Fish and Fisheries sent investigators to 

Lake Michigan in 1871 and 1872 to verify the decrease, assess its causes, 

and make proposals for correcting the situation. The conclusions drawn 

were applied only to Lake Michigan. The researchers discovered that the 

number of fishermen and equipment had multiplied; that the lake generally 

was overfished; that fishermen were taking many immature fish; that 

many wasteful practices were being followed, such as the discarding of 

sturgeon without making any use of them whatsoever; and that too little 

was being done to regulate fishing or propagate replacement fish. The 

investigators did not apply these conclusions to Lake Superior, as that 

lake had not been inspected; but the implication was that no such 

exploitive practices had as yet been exercised on the largest of the Great 

Lakes. 16 

So it came to pass in 1870 that the Boutin family came en masse to 

Ashland/Bayfield to fish. There were eight brothers who participated, at 

least for a time, in a very large fishing enterprise. Their names were: 

Benoni, Edward, Felix F., Nelson, Frank, Duffey, Joseph C., and 

Solomon D. The leadership for fishing was taken up by Nelson and 

Frank, and the company came to be called N & F Boutin. By 1880 it was 

a $200,000 a year business, handling about 1,500 half-barrels of fish in 

the summer and 100 tons of fresh fish in the winter. They employed 

about 100 men. During the 1880 15 Nelson and Frank split up to separate 

companies, the former teamed up with a man named Mahan, while Frank 

ran his own operation. As time passed, some of the brothers drifted into 
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other occupations i Duffey, for example, was keeping a saloon in Bayfield 

in 1880. Most of the brothers had sons who also followed the fishing 

vocation; and after 100 years, there is still one or the other Boutin 

descendant in Bayfield who is at least a part-time fisherman .17 

It would be a mistake to say that the Boutins were the entirety of 

the Bayfield fishing story, but they certainly were a very significant part 

of it. If they were employing 100 men, as one source states, they were 

controlling more than half of the Bayfield fishing output. One table from 

the Fish and Fisheries Report for 1887 showed that Bayfield had 182 full 

or part-time fishermen in 1885. This number exceeded those at Duluth, 

157, the next largest fishing station. The Keweenaw Peninsula, Michigan, 

was third with 128 total fishermen. These three stations had 23 percent, 

20 percent, and 16 percent, respectively, of the fishery work force on 

the American side of Lake Superior. 18 

The Bayfield Press or Bayfield County Press, established in 1870, 

and founded by Sam S. Fifield I gives us a continuing picture of the state 

of the fishery over a 100-year span. A December 1870 number tells us 

that 250 men were constantly employed in the fish trade, and that the 

year's production was 15,000 half-barrels of white fish and trout, selling 

at 5 dollars each. That was a hefty price of 5 cents a pound, a price 

that was not matched in all places on Lake Superior in 1930. 19 

The issue of April 8, 1871 told of the Boutins' fishing success 

already in the early spring with 2,000 i'halves lf of the two favorite brands 

of fish. The same article stated that 50 fishermen and families would 

soon arrive from the Keweenaw Peninsula in Michigan. The Ashland Daily 

Press of June 27, 1874 told of the dominant position of the company of N 

& F Boutin, and that Bayfield was the center of the Lake Superior 

fisheries. The Bayfield Press of June 20, 1877 revealed that a few 

Bayfield wholesalers were sending their pickup steamers as far as 

Washington Harbor on I sJe Royale. One steamer, the Marco Polo, 

gathered 36 halves from the various fishermen near that island, and 

delivered them to N & F Boutin. The same article stated that many fish 

were very large, requiring only 15 fish to fill a half-barrel. 
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A July 1877 article in the Bayfield paper told of wholesaler 

competition by relating the progress of the fi rm of O'Malley and Shaw. 

The same issue stated that Jake Brown had purchased a boat that could 

carry 100 halves, and that he was going to enter the competition with the 

Boutins and others. 20 A week later the paper told about the remarkable 

success of pound nets on the south side of Chequamegon Point.
21 

The Bayfield County of December 5, 1877 summarized the type 

of year endured by the N & F Boutin: They employed more than 

80 men i had 21 boats, 12 pound nets, and more than 1,000 gill nets. 

Their boats and steamers ranged from the Apostle Islands to Isle Royale 

and took in 11,000 half-barrels of trout and white fish in the previous 6 

months. The average price garnered for the fish was $3.25 per halve. 

Most of the fish were shipped out by water, with Buffalo and Chicago as 

destinations. 22 Most of the fish were cleaned, dressed and salted; but 

plans were underfoot to take advantage of the new rail connection at 

Ashland. The latter place would soon have refrigerator cars for shipment 

to Chicago, and these fish would be sent fresh. 23 Until that time, 

Bayfielders used every available market. In early January 1878, Bayfield 
24 wholesalers shipped 5 tons of fresh fish to Duluth aboard the Amethyst. 

The Boutin company marketed about an equal volume of fish to their 

1877 performance in 1879. That year they had 94 men in their employ, 22 

pound nets and 1,300 gill nets in use, collected fish with two schooners, 

and had a large number of sailboats that did the actual fishing. Their 

fish sold for an average of $3.75 per half barrel, and most of their fish 

were salted f as they used 2 f 000 barrels of salt. 25 

One portion of the Commissioner of Fish and Fisheries Report for 

1887 gives an interesting bird's eye view of the Bayfield fishery of that 

era. Though somewhat lengthy, the narrative concerning the Apostle 

Islands region because of its pithiness and factuality f is worthy of 

verbatim quotation: 
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"20. BAYFIELD, BAYFIELD COUNTY, WISCONSIN, AND THE 

SHORE BETWEEN SUPERIOR AND THE APOSTLE ISLANDS. 

The main shore. - This strip of coast, about 70 miles in extent, 

is bold and rocky, with small bays and sandy beaches scattered 

at intervals throughout its length. It is a heavily wooded 

region, with no post-office-settlements, and, in fact, only two 

places of human habitation, the largest of which is a few miles 

off the mouth of the Bois Brule River, where an English colony 

has established itself to engage in agriculture. At the mouth of 

the I ron River a farm has been cleared, and one man divides 

his time between agriculture and fishing. The waters abound 

in fish, and fishermen from both Duluth and Bayfield have 

pounds and gill-nets along the shore. Four or five crews of 

Duluth gill-net fishermen occasionally come as far east as the 

Apostle Islands, but the pound-net fishing from Duluth has 

thus far not extended beyond the mouth of I ron River, while 

Bayfield pound-net fishermen have gone as far west as Flag 

River, only 8 miles distant, [and about 30 miles due west of 

Bayfield J, and have nets scattered along the coast from there 

to Bayfield. 

The islands. - The Apostle I slands are a group of 25 islands of 

various sizes lying a few miles to the northeast of Bayfield. 

The largest of these is Magdalene Island, which is about 10 or 

12 miles long and 2 miles wide, having about 200 inhabitants, 

scattered along different coves, about 30 of whom engage in the 

fisheries from Bayfield. The only village on Magdalene Island 

is named La Pointe. It is located about 3 miles distant from 

Bayfield, and is one of the oldest settlements about Lake 

Superior. For many years it was the leading trading post of 

the region, and the headquarters of the Hudson Bay Company, 

who purchased from the Indians salt fish and large quantities of 

furs. At one time the town is said to have contained upwards 

of 1,500 inhabitants. Within the last 20 years business 
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interests of all kinds have declined, and to-day they are 

represented only be the small operations of a single trader, and 

the population has decreased to 15 or 20 families. 

Fish-dealers were formerly located there, buying and shipping 

considerable quantities of salt fish, but no dealers had been 

there for some years prior to 1885; the entire catch going to 

Bayfield. The other islands are practically uninhabited, though 

formerly several of the larger ones had one or two houses; in 

1885 there were three famifies on Basswood Island, where there 

is an excellent red sandstone quarry. A small amount of 

logging is done here in winter, as well as on one or two of the 

other islands. During the summer months a majority of the 

islands are visited by fishermen from Bayfield, Duluth, and 

Ashland, for engaging in the pound and gill-net fisheries. 

They build rude shanties to live in during the fishing season, 

but all take their departure before winter sets in, and leave 

their places deserted. The waters in the vicinity are at 

present more extensively fished than those of any other portion 

of Lake Superior I and 42 pound-nets were located among the 

islands in 1885, besides 31 more which were set along the shore 

of the mainland in the immediate vicinity. 

The village of Bayfield. - Bayfield, a village of some note, 

about 60 miles in a straight line east of Duluth, occupies a 

desirable location on the east side of the peninsula of Bayfield, 

10 miles from its outer extremity and a little to the southward 

of the Apostle Islands. In 1870 it had a population of about 

300, none of them professional fishermen, but the number has 

increased slowly year by year. The extension of the Chicago, 

St. Paul, Minneapolis, and Omaha Railroad reached the town in 

1883 and gave it a new impetus. Two years later it had a 

population of 1,250, a majority of whom were dependent upon 

the fisheries, although a large saw-mill furnished employment to 

quite a number of men . 
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Description of Bayfield fisheries. - Owing to its locatfon in the 

immediate vicinity of excellent fishing-grounds Bayfield has for 

quite a number of years been largely interested in fishing, and 

the fisheries occupy the attention of a majority of the citizens. 

According to the estimates of Mr. Fran k Boutin, 25 percent of 

those engaged in the fisheries are I ndians and half-breeds, and 

the remainder are chiefly Canadians and Americans. The 

fisheries are prosecuted during the entire year, though there is 

little activity in winter. The season practically opens with the 

first breaking up of the ice in spring, when the gill-net 

fishermen, who formerly were the most numerous class, begin 

catching whitefish and trout among the Apostle Islands and 

along the shore of the mainland both east and west. By the 

middle or last of May many of these, with a large number of 

additional men I begin setting pound-nets about the islands and 

along the shores for a distance of nearly 100 miles. The 

pound-net fishery began to be important about 1880, and since 

then the number of nets has increased annually until Bayfield 

has become the center of one of the most important pound-net 

fisheries on the whole chain of lakes. By the last of July the 

greater part of the pound-net fishing is over, and one after 

another the nets are removed, the fishermen again starting out 

with their gill-nets. By the first of October all of the 

pound-nets have been taken up and gill-net fishing occupies 

the attention of a majority of the people. 

Shipments and preparation of Bayfield fishery products. - Until 

recently almost the entire catch of fish from both pounds and 

gill-nets was salted and shipped to other towns on the lakes, 

including Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, and Buffalo. No fresh 

fish were shipped prior to 1876, but from that date until 1883 a 

small quantity was shipped annually. The introduction of the 

first collecting steamer, the N. Boutin, and the building of the 

rail road gave an impetus to this industry, and in the spring of 

1884 a second collecting steamer was purchased. An important 

trade in fresh fish was soon developed. During the year 1884 
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about 60 tons were shipped, nearly all of which went to St. 

Paul and Minneapolis. The quantity of salt fish shipped during 

the same year was 13,000 half-barrels. The succeeding season 

the fresh-fish trade was much more extensive, and a large 

percentage of the catch that otherwise would have been salted 

was packed in ice and sent into the interior, chiefly to 51. Paul 

and Minneapolis. No smoked fish have been put up in the 

village for shipment, the business being confined wholly to a 

few smoked by the Indians and other fishermen for family use. 

About 30 barrels of oil were made by the pound-net fishermen 

in 1884, but no isinglass or caviare has been prepared since 

1878, when Hart Pincus came to Bayfield for that purpose, but 

after remaining about two months he became discouraged and 

left the place, taking with him 750 pounds of caviare put up 

during his stay. 

Statistics of fisheries. - In 1885 there were 182 men engaged in 

fishing, 27 others in collecting, preparing and shipping the 

fish, and 6 others in making barrels and boats for the fish 

trade; these, including their families, making a total of 615 

persons dependent upon the fisheries. I f we exclude the 20 

pound-nets owned by Ashland parties, there were 124 

pound-nets owned and operated by Bayfield fishermen in 

addition to 2,000 gill-nets and eight seines. The total 

production of the Bayfield fisheries was 640,000 pounds of fresh 

fish and 2,192,000 pounds of salt fish, with a total value of 

$60,080. 

Bayfield fish trade. - Two steamers were employed in collecting 

the fish, one of these fishing for several months in the fall. 

There were also two schooners engaged in transporting the nets 

of the fishermen to and from the fishing grounds, in supplying 

salt and barrels to the camp, and in bringing back cargoes of 

salt fish. Three firms, Boutin and Mahan, Rich and Atwood, 

and Frank Boutin, each had an extensive fishing business, the 

two former handling both fresh and salt fish and the last-named 
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salt fish only. These parties control the entire catch of the 

Bayfield fishermen and all of the salt fish of Ashland, sending 

their tugs and sail boats for a distance of 30 or 40 miles to the 

westward and 50 or 60 miles along the eastern shore. They 

handled in 1885 over 600,000 pounds of fresh and frozen fish 

and upwards of 22,000 half-barrels of salt fish. The firms 

furnished barrels and salt, delivering them at the fishing 

stations to be filled, and freighting the catch to the town. r n 

1884 the price paid to the fishermen for filling was $3.50 to 

$4.00 per half-barrel for Nos. 1 and 2 whitefish, $1.50 to $1.75 

for No. 3 whitefish, $2.50 to $3.00 for trout and siscowet, 

$1.50 for sturgeon, $1.00 to $1.25 for herring, $2.00 for pike, 

and $3.00 to $3.50 for Nos. 1 and 2, $1.00 for No.3, $2.00 for 

trout, siscowet, and pike, $1.00 for herring, $1.50 for 

sturgeon, and $1.00 for suckers. 

Gil/-net fishing in open water. - The following account of the 

gill-net and pound fishing is largely obtained from information 

kindly furnished by Messrs. Nelson Boutin and J. W. Atwood. 

Prior to 1870, when Mr. Boutin came to the region, there had 

been three or four crews of gill-net fishermen, in addition to 

the I ndians that fished for home supply. From that time the 

gill-net fishery gradually increased until about 1883, when it 

began to be superseded by the pound-nets. In 1885 there were 

about 15 crews that fished gill-nets exclusively, and 27 others 

that were interested in both gill-net and pound-net fisheries. 

The season opens about the 1st of April and continues until the 

ice forms and prevents the boats from getting out. I n the 

early spring they fish about the islands, and later along the 

shore between Bayfield and Carp River 1 remaining till October I 

when they return to the islands to fish till the close of the 

season, or, as is frequently the case, proceed to I sle Royale 

and remain there until stormy winter weather drives them home. 

As many as 30 boats, with a total of 75 or 80 Bayfield 

fishermen, visited Isle Royale in the fall of 1883, and 20 boats 

were there in 1884, but as they met with poor success the 

latter year, very few made the trip in 1885. 
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Three men ordinarily constitute a crew for gill-net fishing, but 

at least one-third of the boats carry only two. They average 

from 40 to 80 nets to the boat. A few of the boats have nets 

made of fine twine for spring fishing and coarser ones for the 

trout fishing in the fall. This is especially true of those 

visiting Isle Royale, but most of those fishing along the 

southern shore and among the islands have only one set. The 

nets are 65 fathoms long, [390 feet] and vary from 4-1/2 to 

1/2 inches in mesh. Some of them are rigged Ii ke the 

old-fashioned Lake Michigan nets, with stones and floats, and 

the others in the more modern style, with leads and corks. 

Fifteen or 20 nets constitute a gang, each crew usually having 

four gangs, and keeping three in the water at one time. The 

boats are mostly mackinaws, and smaller than those about 

Duluth. They are worth about $100 each. In former years it 

is estimated that the average gill-net crew caught between 400 

and 500 half-barrels for a year's fishing, but in 1884 the catch 

did not exceed 300 half-barrels to the boat. In 1885 it was 

much better and is estimated at 500 half-barrels. 

Gill-net fishing through the ice. - The ice fishing with gill-nets 

varies considerably from year to year. It ordinari Iy begins 

early in January and lasts for six, eight, or even ten weeks. 

Two or three men constitute a crew, running from 40 to 50 

nets. These are set in lines of four nets each, at right angles 

to the shore; the gangs are half a mile apart, and are left in 

the water four or five days before hauling. Only fine nets are 

used, as the sediment would collect too readily on coarse twine, 

making the nets more noticeable and keeping the fish away. 

One crew of men ordinarily secures an average of 300 pounds of 

fish daily, working about four days in a week. The marketable 

catch is about one-half trout and one-half whitefish, in addition 

to quantities of suckers and IIlawyers, II which are commonly 

thrown away. Some of the crews have small canvass tents or 

huts mounted upon runners and provided with stoves, and they 

move them from hole to hole on the ice, thus protecting 
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themselves from the winter's cold. Others have horses and 

sleighs for visiting their nets, driving to and from the 

fishing-grounds, while others still are obliged to go afoot and 

work without shelter, and, of course, can fish only during 

moderate weather. Some years, from 20 to 25 crews are 

engaged in net-fishing through the ice, but the fishermen are 

not disposed to do much at this season, unless necessity 

compels, and during the winter of 1884-5 only about 10 crews 

were thus employed, and some of these fished only for a short 

time. 

Pound-net fishery. - The first pound located at Bayfield was 

set by Mr. Boutin, who came here from Ashland in the spring 

of 1871. The industry was not important until about 1880. 

Several new nets were purchased in that year, and in 1883 the 

number had reached 25 or 30, exclusive of those owned by 

Ashland fishermen. In 1884 not less than 80 new ones were 

emp loyed, and the following season 10 or 12 more were added. 

They are set in water varying from 12 to 60 feet in depth, the 

deepest ones in 1885 being only about 40 feet; but one of the 

dealers intended making and setting a 75-foot net that fall. 

The nets are of the ordinary pattern, with 40 to 80 rod leaders 

of 6-inch mesh, a heart of 5-inch mesh, and usually a 28-foot 

pot of 3-inch mesh. They are provided with tunnels 10 feet 

square at the mouth, 16 feet long, and having an inner opening 

of 2 by 6 feet. The nets are usually set between the 15th of 

May and the 1st of June. Some of the men fish gill-nets before 

the season opens, and a few continue to fish them in connection 

with the pounds. Most of the fishing is over by the first of 

August, and half of the nets are taken out. The remainder are 

fished until the last of September, when the fishermen fit out 

for the gill-net fishery. Of late there has been a tendency to 

prolong the pound-net season, and on September 5, 1885, fully 

half of the nets were still in the water. In 1884, for the first 

time, a pound-net was fished in winter, and, though not 

successful, there was a growing inclination to set pound-nets 
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during the spawning season of the whitefish. It seems 

probably that within a comparatively short time a majority of 

the nets will be fished in fall and early winter, as well as at 

other seasons. The nets are usually purchased from the 

dealers, some of the fishermen paying cash I but a greater 

number getting them on credit and paying for them in fish. A 

few I however I are owned by dealers and other capitalists. 

These are fished on shares, the net taking from two-fifths to 

one-half of the catch. Three fishermen usually constitute a 

crew, fishing from two to five nets, and where more are worked 

additional men are required. They set their nets about the 

islands and in the sandy reaches and bays along the main 

shore, building shanties nearby where they camp during the 

season, and are visited regularly by the collection boats, which 

take their fish and furnish them with supplies and provisions. 

The dealers estimate the average catch for each pound fished in 

1884 at 125 barrels, or about $200. The marketable catch 

averages 90 percent whitefish, 7 percent trout, and 3 percent 

sturgeon, in addition to considerable quantities of small 

whitefish, and a good many sturgeon thrown away. Mr. Boutin 

thought that the catch of 1885 would not be more than a 

quarter that of the previous year. This small yield he believed 

in no way indicated a scarcity of fish, but was accounted for 

by the fish remaining in the deeper water, where the gill-nets 

have caught larger quantities than usual. The heavy thunder 

storms during the pound-net season may have had a decided 

influence in keeping the fish out of the shoaler water. 

Seine fishery. - The seining of fish at Bayfield began about ten 

or twelve years ago, with small seines 330 to 495 feet in length 

and 12 to 18 feet deep. They are hauled during the four or 

five weeks between the 5th of June and the middle of July. 

The catch is principally whitefish I though considerable 

quantities of herring are also taken I but owing to the small 

demand, few are saved. The fishing is at present chiefly in 

the vicinity of Bark Point and Sand River I along the western 
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boundary of Ashland [Bayfield] Peninsula. The fishermen 

seldom make blind hauls, as in other places, but have a man on 

the lookout on some elevated point of land to watch for fish, 

and when a school is seen it is surrounded by the seine and 

hauled ashore. The average catch is estimated at about 100 

half-barrels of salt fish, though formerly it is said to have 

been three times that quantity. In 1885 there were 13 seines 

owned at Bayfield, but only eight of 10 of them were fished to 

any extent during the season, and the catch, owing to the 

absence of the fish from the shore waters, was unusually light. 

Hand-line fishing through the ice. There is considerable 

hand-line fishing or "bobbing ,II as it is locally called by Indians 

and others, through the ice in winter. The former take fish 

for their own use, but a few of the whites make it a business, 

freezing their catch and selling to Duluth dealers. The catch 

is usually small, but sometimes a man will get 300 to 400 pounds 

in a day. 

Spearing. - In the morning each II bob II fisherman, by means of 

a little home-made wire spear used through a hole in the ice, 

provides himself with herring enough to serve as bait for the 

day's fishing. The spearing of trout through the ice by the 

Indians is also quite common in certain localities. They usually 

have a brightly-painted decoy resembling a fish, which they 

dart into the water through an opening in the ice, and the 

trout are attracted toward it and speared. 

Other fisheries. - No trammel-nets have been fished in the 

locality, and fykes have been employed in only one instance, 

this being in the spring of 1884 when a small number were 

fished at the mouth of one of the larger streams without 

success. 11
26 

The same report gives conflicting evidence concerning the inaugural 

date for pound-nets in Lake Superior. The authors, Hugh M. Smith and 
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Mervin-Marie Snell, toured the entire lake shoreline seeking information 

about the fisheries. 27 At Whitefish Bay on the eastern end of the lake, a 

longtime fisherman told them that the first pound-net was set in Whitefish 

Bay during 1864 by Captain Bean who had had previous experience with 

this apparatus on Lake Michigan near Mackinac Island. 28 When Smith 

and Snell moved on westward to Chequamegon Bay, they heard a different 

story from Nelson Boutin of Bayfield, that a man named St. Germain set 

the first Lake Superior pound-net off Ashland in 1869. Doubtlessly both 

sources spoke from their own limited experience and Were accurate. 

Boutin himself then commenced setting pound-nets at Ashland in 1870; but 

found the location inconvenient, and moved his pounds nearer Bayfield 

the following year. Boutin, like Captain Bean, the pound-netter at 

Whitefish Bay, had learned how to construct the apparatus on Lake 

Superior. As the report stated, IIHe set three nets along the shore in 

the immediate vicinity of the village, [Ashland] and in three weeks caught 

1 J 100 half-barrels of large fish, throwing away as many more of a size 

that would now be considered marketable. 1I29 

C. The Bayfield Hatchery 

Even though there was no systematic method of compiling fishery 

statistics for Lake Superior in the nineteenth century, newspaper stories 

and occasional reports in government documents made it abundantly clear 

that the lake was being exploited with little concern for the future. But 

it did not take long before awareness grew among the citizenry that 

unless steps were taken, a valuable food resource would be destroyed. 

Surprisingly J one early initiative was taken by the fishermen themselves. 

In early 1886, after various federal investigators had combed 

lakeshore communities for data regarding the fishery, a group of Duluth 

fishermen formed themselves into an association for the promotion of wise 

fishery legislation and sent a petition to Professor Spencer F. Baird, the 

U. S. Commissioner of Fish and Fisheries. In the petition J the suppliants 

sought reasonable and uniform regulations for the governance of Lake 

Superior fishing, and the establishment of a fish hatchery in the vicinity. 
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The fishermen offered their labor in whatever way necessary for the 

construction of the hatchery, and volunteered to act as the collectors of 

spawn. They stated their observation that yearly catches were declining 

by a third for several years hand running and that under such 

circumstances the fishing industry was no longer proving remunerative. 

Their principal interest was in seeding the lake with larger deposits of 

white fish and lake trout small fry. The petition was signed by the 

officers of the association and 156 of their member fishermen. 

Surprisingly, the U. S. Fish Commission responded rapidly to these 

troubled fishermen. Before 1886 was over a hatchery had been 

established at Duluth; R. O. Sweeney, a former Minnesota state fish 

commissioner was put in charge; and the institution was boasted of as 

!Jone of the largest and best appointed establishments of its kind in the 

United States. 11
30 

But the Wisconsin fishermen were no less public spirited. I n their 

case, private enterprise stepped in to save the diminishing fish 

population. The man of the hour was Captain Robinson Derling Pi ke, son 

of one of the earliest Bayfield pioneers, Elisha Pike. The elder Pike 

acquired a whole section of land south of the village of Bayfield, which 

land had an ideal setting for a lumber mill on the stream that came to be 

named Pike's Creek. The younger Pike inherited the site, and in 1875 

and 1876 laid plans to build his own private fish hatchery. In 1877 he 

had a functioning hatchery. In 1895, R.D. Pike, along with Isaac Wing 

and William Knight, offered to donate the hatchery and 600 acres of land 

along the creek to the State of Wisconsin. The offer was accepted by the 

state and that same year the legislature appropriated $20,000 for the 

construction of a larger hatchery. During the last year as a private 

enterprise, the Salmo Hatchery, as the place was then called, seeded 

more than 64 million fry in Lake Superior. Under state auspices during 

the following year, the production of fry was 11 million greater. During 

both of these years, the percentages of white fish and lake trout 

predominated; these two species constituted about 60 percent of total 

production. Significantly, Pike had greater concern for the replacement 

of lake trout; since the trout were 34 percent of his effort. In 1896 the 

48 

I 

•• 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

ttl 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I -. 
I 



I 

I. 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
Ie 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I· 
I 

state hatchery emphasized replacement of white fish I as they added up to 

36 percent of the total seeding. It is interesting to note the other 

varielies of fish raised at the hatchery, since they show concern for more 

than just the big money varieties. Several million brook trout and 

rainbow trout frys were released, as were smaller quantities of black 

bass, white bass, wall-eyed pike, yellow perch, black-spotted trout, and 

even carp. It should be mentioned that not all of these latter varieties 

were released in Lake Superior, since the State of Wisconsin had a 

railway car called the 1I8adgeril for transporting fish to lakes allover the 
31 

state. 

In order to get an idea of the progress made at the Salmo Hatchery 

during the first 15 years, one can compare the early statistics with the 

production for 1909 and 1910. In the former year the total volume was 

142 million fry; while in the latter year the figure had declined to 106 

million. The principal reason, as stated by the Wisconsin Commissioner of 

Fisheries in his annual report, was that the United States Bureau of 

Fisheries had been unable to supply the state with whitefish eggs. In 

that category, production had declined dramatically from more that 17 

million to less than 2 million. Lake trout production remained practically 

level between 22 and 26 million fry. The greatest change in conservation 

strategy, however, was in the new emphasis on replenishing fish in small 

lakes. Most particularly, there was a concentration on wall-eyed pike. 

In 1909 the hatchery produced 85 million wall-eye frys and in 1910 there 

were nearly 71 million. 32 

D. Early Legislative Attempts to Preserve the Fishery 

Despite the considerable strides being taken in Wisconsin to 

replenish the food-fish supply, the State Commissioner of Fisheries was 

dissatisfied in 1910 with the neglect of interstate and international control 

of the fisheries on Lake Superior. For Wisconsin fishermen believed that 

their state was doing its duty in propagating fish for the future; while 

other states were either not following their example or their fishermen 

I "t" W"" 33 were exp 01 Ing IsconSIn waters. 
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The Bayfield Count~ Press commented from time to time on various 

legislative experiments designed to stop overfishing and wasteful 

practices. An issue of June 1895 expressed some doubt as to the 

efficiency of a one-mile limit rule banning nets, since the wording was 

ambiguous and did not make clear whether the mile limit was drawn 

around every island in the Apostles or just along the mainland. The law 

also made Chequamegon Bay a temporary fish sanctuary, as the use of 

nets was totally banned there. Probably the most efficacious portion of 

the law was that it made the capture of small whitefish of less than a 

pound illegal. This Wisconsin law must have been severely restrictive, as 

it delineated open and closed seasons on various species of fish. For 

example, it stated that liThe use of nets is prohibited in catching fish 

and only whitefish may be caught with a net from November 1 st to 

December 8th in each year. ,,34 

Compilations of available statistics indicate that the years 1890 to 

1896 were banner ones for the capture of lake trout, whitefish and lake 

herring on Lake Superior. Though there are gaps in the tables f 

indicating a lack of information f the few available figures show a decided 

decline for whitefish and herring between 1897 and 1902. From 1890 to 

1910 the Canadian and Michigan fishermen dominated the lake trout and 

whitefish catches. During this period the Wisconsin fishermen 

concentrated on lake herring and had their greatest success for that era 

in 1896 when they took more than five million pounds of herring. 35 

By 1899 the Wisconsin netters had grown increasingly angry about 

the closed season on trout and whitefish. The Bayfield County Press 

printed their grievance in the issue of January 21, 1899. Canadians and 

Michiganders were making huge hauls of those two species I and were 

probably taking fish that might have been caught by the Wisconsinites. 

The article read in part: 

"The fishermen of thJs vicinity are circulating a petition which 

will be presented to the legislature this winter, asking for the 

abolishment of the close season for whitefish and trout in the 

outlying waters of the state. A large portion of the outlying 
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waters of the state are on Lake Superior and the harbors and 

bays connected therewith. The fishermen have always been 

opposed to this close season and are going to make a strong 

effort to have it done away with. Superintendent Nevin, l the 

state commissioner J in his paper read before the American 

Fisheries Society which met at Omaha last July, considers that 

the close season for fishing on the Great Lakes as being in the 

interest of the syndicate of fish dealers, who, while the fishing 

is closed for 30 days, are given an opportunity to dispose of 

their frozen fish which they have stored in their freezers in 

the northwest, to the disadvantage of the small fishermen on 

the lakes. 11
36 

The County Press continued to harp on this theme in the 

following weeks, stating that the closed season was preventing the 

securing of spawn. The article gave statistics for 1897 and 1898 which 

indicated that about 28 million fry I both whitefish and lake trout, were 

sewn in 1897, while only about 10.5 million were sewn in 1898. About a 

year later one of their headlines read: II Lake Superior Whitefish 

Decreasing Very Rapidly. II The same article expressed doubts about 

stocking methods and locations, and advocated the establishment of an 

interstate protective association. 37 The fishermen were unhappy, as 

well, with the unresponsiveness of state and federal bureaucrats to their 

I . t d . 38 comp am s an suggestions. 

But the United States government had one modest success with fish 

propagation in 1901, when it was learned that their seedings of 1897 were 

thriving. One particular variety, the Steelhead Salmon from the Pacific, 

was being caught in increasing numbers, and some of them weighed as 

much as five pounds. The United States Fish Commission had sewn them 

near the Canadian Shore; but Bayfield fishermen were taking them near 

the Apostle Islands. A correspondent for the Bayfield Press 

speculated that the new variety was also propagating naturally. The 

article also urged the return of small steel heads to the lake for continued 

repr'oductive replenishment. 
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Despite the positive note regarding the steefheads 1 the outlook was 

grim in 1901 for the most reliable food fish, the whitefish. Another Press 

article in 1901 developed data from the U.S. Fish Commission report. 

The article stated generally that the reproductive cycles of the various 

fish species in the lake were, at best, imperfectly understood. Thus 

much of the article was mere speculation, without scientific basis. Yet it 

touched on certain facts that were insightful. One guess was that some 

sort of bacterial disease was attacking the young fry planted by the 

hatcheries. 

The article mentioned that the U.S. Commission dumped 183 million 

whitefish fry into Lake Superior in Wisconsin waters alone during the 

previous year. The writer stated that Canada and the other states 

adjacent to the lake may have equalled this fry planting figure. The 

author1s guess was that disease was the entire explanation for the fish 

depletion I as most fish were cannibalistic and would spread a disease by 

eating their own kind. 39 

Other speculations in the article were probably closer to the truth: 

At that point in time Lake Superior was being polluted in two ways, by 

sawdust and sewage. The latter mode was not a serious threat to the 

fish 1 as it polluted in modest amounts mostly near Duluth. 

But sawdust was something else. Many sawmills dumped all of their 

sawdust into the lake for a number of years. One story about the 

Bayfield sawmill makes the point well: 

!lIn those days the sawmill had no burner or refuse consumer so 

a great deal of the sawdust was dumped into the lake to get rid 

of it. On a calm day around the docks the lake would appear 

Ii ke a vast sawdust field. A lady tourist with a small 

frizzle-haired dog with a large red ribbon tied with a bow at 

his neck came down to the mill and then walked out on the 

dock. The dog was here and there, much to the amusement of 

a number of boys that had been in swimming but a short time 

before. 
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The dog had been walking on sawdust for quite a while and I 

presume he thought all around was sawdust. So he jumped off 

the dock and what he thought was a sawdust field below. But 

it happened to be the lake. 

He was certainly some surprised dog and the way he pawed 

around trying to get his feet on that sawdust was a caution. 

The lady was frantic and thought sure her doggie was a goner. 

She screamed and cried and the dog whined pitifully, to the 

tremendous amusement of the boys. 

She finally pleaded with them to do something to save her dog. 

So one of them jumped in and grabbing the dog by the ribbon 

held him up so that another boy could reach down and rescue 

him. He was a sorry looking pup, and I am afraid the silk 

ribbon was ruined forever. The boy that jumped in the water 

was given a dollar I and remarked that he wished some more 

ladies would bring their dogs down to visit the sawmill. 1i40 

While the above story does not address the problem of sawdust as a 

threat to the fishery, it does illustrate the fact that the lake was used 

for a time as a dumping grounds for sawdust. Later on, as the twentieth 

century unfolded, scientific studies revealed that sawdust persisted 

underwater in the same way that solid wood was preserved underwater. 

Even though thoughtful fishermen suspected that the presence of sawdust 

was deleterious to fish, it was many years before specific studies clarified 

the influence of sawdust. One recent study, concentrating on herring in 

their larval stage, concluded that a higher silt or organic matter level in 

a given shoal was probably harmful to egg viability in that area. 41 

By extension, sawdust might have had a similar effect on the 

successful breeding of other species. Similarly I largely through the tria! 

and error method, hatchery people came to learn that the viability of 

their young fish was much enhanced by keeping the small fry in the 

hatchery until they could be classified as fingerlings. Once the policy 

was adopted of sewing fingerling lake trout or whitefish I it became 
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patently clear that the hatchery fish were maturing in greater numbers in 

the waters of Lake Superior I and that the hatchery was indeed fulfilling 

its objective of reviving the fishery. 

An article in the Bayfield Count'i Press at the turn of the century 

recited the various concerns of the men in the fisheries. The author 

looked to the data turned up by the U.S. Fish Commission and speculated 

that the new theories about bacterial causality in fish mortality might 

bring an explanation for the decline in fish population. The article 

decried the lack of scientific literature on bacteria and fish, and almost 

comically mused that lithe fish is an elusive patient. II He cited one 

instance proving that parasites were a cause of havoc to fish: scientists 

in Yellowstone Park had found a worm that burrowed into the flesh of 

trout. Turning to other aspects of the decl ining fish population, the 

author stated that 183 million whitefish fry had been planted in Lake 

Superior I and that even though this was the greatest planting ever, 

previous seeding of fry had given no indication of revival in whitefish 

numbers. Something was killing the fry. Perhaps it was merely 

cannibalism, or maybe it was bacterial disease. The author did not know. 

Several paragraphs of the piece were dedicated I as well, to the subject of 

sewage and sawdust as water pollutants harmful to aquatic life. The 

writer appealed for action of an indefinite variety I and amazingly, all of 

his suspicions were headed in the right direction. Years later I 

icthyologists answered many of these questions with their experiments in 

the Great Lakes. 42 
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CHAPTER 

CENTURY I 

ENVIRONS 

III : THE LA K E SUP E R I OR F ISH E R YIN THE TW E N TIE T H 

WITH PARTICULAR REGARD TO THE APOSTLE ISLANDS 

A. The State of the Fishery at the Turn of the Century and the 

Hokenson Role I n It 

The narrative to this point has shown that the Bayfield area 

commercial fishery was a going concern when the calendar turned the 

corner into the present century. All three of the Hokenson brothers, of 

prime relation to this study, were born in the 1890's; and the two 

surviving brothers, Roy and Eskel, tell that they did not engage in 

fishing at first, as a business. Since they lived near the shore of Lake 

Superior, they had many occasions as boys or young men, to fish for 

sport or to supplement the family diet by fishing. It was not until 

several years after World War I that they began to thin k seriously about 

fishing as a commerical enterprise. Thus the brothers real role, once 

they did engage in commercial fishing, was to become one unit in a very 

large industry; an industry that had been flourishing for a considerable 

period of time, and an industry that fluctuated so much in production, 

that even as early as 1885 observers were fearful for its continuance and 

survival. Despite these fluctuations I the industry did flourish for the 

most part until after World War II. Then the inroads of the sea lamprey 

became a factor to be reckoned with, as that parasite nearly destroyed 

the lake trout and whitefish population in Lake Superior. This problem 

also seems to have been solved and the fishery hopefully may remain a 

permanent commercial enterprise in the region. 

Statistically I there was no systematic keeping of records concerning 

the fishing catch on Lake Superior. The few statistics that we do have 

concerning Wisconsin commercial fishermen before 1900, at least tell us 

that a healthy fishery was in operation. For example, the annual harvest 

of lake herring by Wisconsin fishermen from 1893 to 1896 averaged 1376.85 

tons per annum. 1 This was an amazing figure when one considers that 

the herring season lasted little more than the month of November. And 

this herring harvest took place before the twentieth century bonanza. 
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During the same era, the two other principal money fish, whitefish 

and lake trout, also had good results. In whitefish, the Wisconsin 

fishermen averaged about 160 tons per year. In lake trout, they took an 

average of 712 tons per year. 2 This presaged the average production of 

those three types of fish over the long span of years from 1908 to 1977. 

Thus the herring production from 1893 to 1896 was nearly the equivalent 

of the annual yield for the twentieth century years. But the comparative 

statistics for whitefish and lake trout reveal the expected decline from 

nineteenth to twentieth century yields. Among Wisconsin fishermen on 

Lake Superior, the average annual yield for whitefish for the twentieth 

century was only about half the nineteenth century yield { when one uses 

the available statistics from 1892 to 1897. Similarly with lake trout, the 

Wisconsin fishermen in the twentieth century took less than one-third the 

annual tonnage of fish compared to their nineteenth century brethren. 3 

The Bayfield County Press over the years provides a running 

commentary on the state of the fishery in the Bayfield Peninsula 

environs. The number for June 7th 1902, for example, tells of the birth 

of the fishing village of Cornucopia about 13 miles west of Bayfield. An 

Iowa firm purchased 25,000 acres of land around Siskiwit Bay, and it was 

their intention of bringing a hundred families from Iowa to form a farming 

community. Already at the time of the articlels composition, a lumber mill 

employing twenty men had been erected, and there were plans to put up 

a church, a school, a hotel, and three stores immediately. The author of 

the article did not foresee that the farming endeavor would eventually 

take second place to commercial fishing. 4 

A theme that recurred in the Bayfield newspaper was the story of 

the Chippewa Indian role in the fishery. Available evidence from that 

paper indicates that the Chippewa fishing was not a large scale operation, 

but that at widely scattered intervals there were misunderstandings about 

the fishing privileges enjoyed by the Native Americans. A 1904 story, 

for example, tells how four male Indians were arrested for fishing without 

licenses beyond what was thought to be the limits of the reservation. 

Two of the arrestees were freed immediately I and the other two were 

acquitted in court. The case demonstrated the Chippewa Treaty right to 

fish in the Lake Superior waters adjacent to their reservation holdings. 5 
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The first noteworthy appearance of one of the Hokenson brothers 

upon the Lake Superior scene was that by Eskel in September 1905 when 

he happened upon some of the survivors of the Sevona. The Sevona was 

an iron ore carrier out of Superior, Wisconsin that got caught in a 

September storm. Battered by mid-lake waves, she ran for shelter among 

the Apostle Islands. The ship ran aground near Sand Island and broke 

in two. One group of survivors came ashore in lifeboats near Little Sand 

Bay, and it was here that thirteen year old Eskel Hokenson saw some of 

the soaked and shivering crew members. Those survivors were taken 

into the homes of neighbors; some of whom were fishermen I lumberjacks, 

or homesteaders Ii ke the Hokensons. The shipwreck victims were given 

shelter I dry clothes and hot meals, and were eventually given 

transportation to their desired destinations. 6 

The connection of this disaster to the Hokensons and the fishery is 

clear. This was one demonstration among many on Lake Superior, that 

showed even the young Hokenson boys that storms on the lake could 

attack seafarers at almost any time, even during the relatively safe month 

of September. The lesson of the Sevona was reinforced many times over 

the years, both by shipwrecks of large commercial ships, as well as more 

personal adventures that betook acquaintances, friends, relatives and 

themselves. The Hokensons could visit at any time the shack on Sand 

I sland where editor Sam Fifield converted the wooden hatch covers of the 

Sevona into the walls of his summer place. This cottage on Sand Island 

still stands. 7 

In the same era with the Sevona disaster ,one large commercial 

fishery company was making a name for itself in the Apostle Islands 

environs. In 1904 during the herring run, the A. Booth Packing 

Company of Bayfield added a new innovation to its operation. Booth had 

commenced a canning operation that averaged 2,500 cans of pickled 

herring daily in season. To do this, the Booth company had to add a 

dozen men to its usual complement of 16 men. The; r intention was to 

utilize the canning process for other varieties of fish as well, since a 

Bayfield County Press article stated that the canning operation would be 

functional during eight months of the year. The article also admitted 

that most of Booth's packaging still consisted of kegs. 8 

60 

I 

.­
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

-­
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

•• 
I 



I • 

•• 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

'Ie 
II 

I 
I 
I 
I 

'I 
I .e 
I 

I t is disputed how long the Booth company had been active in 

Bayfield. Several historical studies state that the A. Booth Packing 

Company was established in Bayfield in 1880. Another version stated that 

IIln 1892, the Chicago firm of Booth Fisheries moved north and became the 

main one on both the north and south shores. II For most of its years in 

Bayfield, the company was known as Booth Fisheries Corporation. There 

are still branches of the Booth operation in Duluth and Chicago. 9 

For most of the years that the commercial fishery prospered on Lake 

Superior, the Bayfield area and the Apostle I stands region dominated the 

Wisconsin portion of the catch. An article in the January 6th 1910 

Bayfield Progress illustrates this principle. About 86.8% of the Wisconsin 

catch in herring was marketed th rough Bayfield. Bayfield also got 87.3% 

of the lake trout caught by Wisconsin fishers that year. Similarly nearly 

all of the Wisconsin whitefish from Lake Superior were marketed through 

Bayfield. All told the catch at Bayfield for 1909 was valued at $43,188. 

About half of this sum came from trout sales, 42% came from herring 

sales, and the remaining 8% included sale of whitefish, pike, suckers, 

siscoes, sturgeon and pickerel. The fishing fleet had about 157 men who 

spent one to eight months of the year on the fishing avocation. There 

were 55 fishing boats, 830 gill nets for trout, 364 gill nets for herring, 

and 36 pound nets in operation. 10 

Basically, the yield for whitefish was in a prolonged slump during 

this era. From 1908 until 1935 the average annual yield of whitefish in 

Wisconsin waters was only about 30 tons per annum. During the same era 

the lake trout average yield was about eight times as great by weigllt. 

An article in the Bayfield County Press during 1900 speculated on this 

whitefish decline. W. D. Tomlin, secretary of the Fisheries Association, 

said that in the Duluth area he thought that sewage and other water 

pollutants accounted for the decline. Implicit in the article was an 

understanding that fishermen were overfishing certain areas and that 

restocking the lake with small fry was the answer. But even here the 

author of the article had a premonition that stocking methods were not 

correct. The writer thought it unwise to dump the fry in the wake of a 

steamer; and he thought the depth of 100 to 150 fathoms was not the best 
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choice. Such complaints doubtlessly led to the more scientific methods of 

later years where the hatchery fish were kept until they became 

fingerlings or yearlings and the optimum depth for planting was found for 

each species. The most significant complaint of the article, however, was 

the notion that the variance in fishing laws of the several states along 

the shores of Lake Superior was the greatest cause of mischief to the 

fishery. The author of the article therefore proposed the necessity for 

an interstate protective association. This crying need was not met until 

after World War II when the inroads of the lamprey eel made it patently 

clear that there had to be an international protective association. The 

culmination of this trend was the establishment of the Great Lakes Fishery 

Commission in 1955. 11 

During the first decade of the twentieth century, Wisconsin 

fishermen on Lake Superior enjoyed a profitable trade selling lake trout; 

but the brief herring season I even then, seemed to attract more 

publicity, since such large volumes of fish were taken in a two to six 

week season. In 1911, for example, the Bayfield County Press boasted 

proudly of the achievements of the Booth and Boutin companies during 

the past herring season. By weight, Booth's marketable herring 

constituted two-thirds of their produce for 1910. This is not to say that 

the herring catch was as valuable as the trout. Booth processed more 

that a million pounds of herring, while S. L. Boutin Company handled 

nearly a million and a quarter pounds of herring. In other words, the 

two companies processed about 1113 tons of herring, the IIon l s share of 

that fish taken in Wisconsin waters. Booth Fisheries had twenty boats on 

the lake supplying them with fish, utilizing fifty men as crew members. 

There were a hundred men employed for the 32 day season in the sheds 

and packing houses of Booth. S. L. Boutin had about 540 half-barrels 

packed with salted herring during the herring run and sold another 60 

tons as fresh frozen. Boutin paid fishermen $3.50 a day for their 

services; while dresser/packers were given 35¢ for each half-barrel 

packed. A speedy packer could fill a half-barrel in forty minutes. 

Occasionally a dresser/packer made more than $5 per day. In summing 

up the herring season I the newspaper article rejoiced over the fine catch 

in herring f in contrast to a less successful season in trout and 

whitefish. 12 
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The Bayfield newspapers during those years gave evidence that 

commer'cial fishing was expanding its facilities westward from the Apostle 

I slands toward Duluth. Booths, for example f built a fish house and dock 

at Port Wing in 1910. In 1911 the Jones brothers of Cornucopia were 

operating a tug tramp for gathering the catches of neighboring fishermen. 

Emory Jones f who still claimed to be active as a dock operator in 

Cornucopia in 1978, comes from that well-known fishing family of the 
13 Joneses. 

The recurrent quarrel between the Chippewa I ndians and 

neighboring whites over fishing privileges surfaced again in 1913. In 

this case, Indian policemen confiscated the fishing tackle of several 

Ashland fishermen who invaded reservation territory in the Kakagon 

Sloughs, part of the Bad River I ndian Reservation. The Chippewa 

marshalls were retaliating for an arrest of several Indians IItwo or three 

years ago" by Game Warden George Buchanan, who had pressed charges 

against them for fishing out of season. The whites seemed to take the 

Chippewa reprimand with good grace when the editorial writer summarized 

the incident by saying: IIThere has been little trouble in enforcing the 

order and Sunday's episode shows that the I ndians still propose to keep 

the reservation hunting [and fishing] grounds to themselves." 14 

The Indians ' rights under the 1854 treaty were often appealed to in 

disputes over fishing. But sometimes it took years for the Chippewa 

petitioners to receive redress for grievances. In 1915 there was a bill in 

the Wisconsin legislature to repay a Red Cliff Indian named Mike Morrin 

$4,000 for nets confiscated in 1907 by a deputy game warden. 15 

The year 1913 found one Bayfield paper again boasting of the 

herring harvest. According to the County Press, the 1913 catch in the 

Bayfield vicinity was "hundreds of tons lll and Booth's new shed and dock 

often had more fish available than it could readily process. The article 

editorialized that the abundant herring catch meliorized an otherwise 

dismal economic year in the area I since wage scales in lumbering were 

down for the 1913-1914 season. The statistical summaries of herring 

catches from recent technical reports do not agree precisely with the 
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Bayfield paper's contemporary observation. The available records show 

that Wisconsin fishermen had better herring yields in 1903, 1896 and 

-1895; but basically 1913 was a good year. The following year was still 

better, and this record was not equalled or surpassed until 1940. 16 

The years before World War I were years in which the Hokenson 

brothers made a noble attempt at farming at a homestead about two miles 

south of Little Sand Bay, the later site of their fishery. Their father! 

Peter Hokanson, had passed away in 1910, after gallantly making an 

attempt to become a farmer when in his early 70's. With his demise, at 

age 74, the eldest son, Eskel, tried to take hold and run the farm. At 

first, after 1911, his new stepfather, Christian Melde, tried to help the 

young men with their agricultural enterprise. But Melde was a natural 

storekeeper who gravitated as a matter of course to the grocery business 

in the town of Bayfield. By then Eskel was old enough and mature 

enough to take the reins from his stepfather and run the farm. 17 

While the Hokensons tried to make a go of their farm, Lake Superior 

continued to demonstrate its unforgiving severity to fishermen. The 

Bayfield paper reported the drowning of three fishermen in April of 1915; 

Charles Russell, Chauncey Wright and Nels Teigen. Again in December 

of 1917 another fisherman perished in a freak accident. A fire aboard 

the Herring King out of Bayfield drove its two occupants into the lake 

and just as a rescue boat arrived, one of the men, John Gordon, went 

under and perished from the effects of the frigid water, even though he 

had to swim only a short distance. His partner, Clarence Russell, was 

able to abandon the flaming Herring King and swim successfully to the 

rescuing Goldish. 18 

And yet the Apostle I sland fishery was prosperous in the decade 

1910-1920. I n herring, for example, Wisconsin fishermen on Lake 

Superior averaged 946.5 tons per annum. The whitefish fishermen were 

struggling, however, and the yield averaged only about 17.5 tons per 

annum. The lake trout yield was good at 270.6 tons per annum. In 

1917, three Bayfield companies marketed 82% of the Lake Superior herring 

taken by Wisconsin fishermen. S. L. Boutin Company packed 800,000 
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pounds of herring f while Booth Fisheries and another company packed 

about 600 f 000 pounds. Boutins employed 175 men for 25 days and paid 

them between $4 and $8 per day. Boutins used two steam tugs and six 

gasoline propelled craft for their at-sea operations. Booth's and the 

other company used 150 men for a week longer than Boutin's and paid 

between $4 and $6 per day. More than $40,000 in total wages were paid 

out by the Bayfield companies during the herring run f and the catch was 

valued at double that amount. 19 

When the United States entered World War I in 1917 f two of the 

Hokenson brothers f Eskel and Roy f joined the army and went off to war. 

Their brother f Leo, stayed home to run the farm. Late in 1918 when the 

Bayfield paper was printing lists of returning soldiers, its pages were 

also reciting the facts on the annual herring run. The difference this 

time was that, because of the war I a few girls were employed as 

Hpanners" on the dock. The girls would use pans to transfer the herring 

from the nets to other receptacles. A typical panner performed about 

3,200 scoops a day; and for this tedious chore the girls were paid the 

munificent sum of three dollars. They were at the bottom end of the pay 

scale wherein other dock laborers received $5 per day and up; while 

fi shermen received $7.50 to $9 per day. I n the sheds, dressers received 

$5 to $10 per day i but they were paid fifty to sixty cents per half 

barrel. 20 

In December 1918, when the herring run was over, the Ba}:::field 

Count}::: Press printed an alphabetical listing of the 1100 men from the 

county who had served in the armed forces, the list included "Roy 

Hockanson" and IIEskil Hockanson. II This misspelling of the family name 

prompted Eskel's wife (in 1978), when queried on the subject to explain 

how the boys' mother had made an effort to standardize the spelling of 

the name for official records. A visit to the Register of Deeds' Office 

both in Bayfield and Ashland, Wisconsin will confirm f after browsing in 

the alphabetical register, that there were at least twenty different 

spellings of the Hokenson name. Their father, Peter Hokanson (sic), was 

correctly identified with his last name spelled with an "a" after the 

Swedi sh custom, since he was "Peter, the son of Hokan. II The next 
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generation, Eskel, Leo and Roy, settled upon a different spelling with 

an "e ."
21 

Also listed among the returning soldiers was the cousin of the three 

Hokenson brothers, Halvor Reiten. Reiten too, for a time was a 

fisherman; and he later designed and helped build the Hokenson fishing 

vessel, the Twilite. 22 

These men did not go into pr'ofessional fishing immediately after the 

war. The Hokensons continued their noble effort with the poor soil in a 

northern clime for a few more years. But they could not help noticing 

the continuing success of the fishery: An interesting number of the 

Bayfield County Press in February of 1919 gave the statistics provided by 

James Nevin, Wisconsin State Conservation Commissioner. The figures are 

not entirely apropos, since they mix Lake Michigan catches with those of 

Lake Superior. But the statistics provided, comparing 1916 with 1917, 

show that whitefish prices went up from 11 ¢ to 15¢ a pound because of 

greater scarcity of that commodity, thus illustrating the law of supply 

and demand. Oddly, even though the trout catch was more abundant, it 

too went up from 10¢ to 12¢ a pound; but that was due both to the 

inflationery pressures of a wartime economy; as well as increased demand 

because of the relative cheapness of fish compared to meat. In the same 

way, the average prices of all species of fish went up from 4.5¢ to 6¢ per 

pound. Herring also increased from 2¢ to 3. 5¢ per pound. The article 

went on to bemoan the decline in whitefish production and attributed it 

principally to overfishing and the taking of whitefish weighing less that a 

pound. Needless to say, the author advocated a larger role for the fish 

hatcheries, and legislation to control unwise fishing practices. 23 

At about this time too, greater emphasis was being placed on 

improved methods of fish preservation enroute to market. More and more 

use was being made of refrigerator cars on the railroads, and ice packing 

was becoming as frequent as packing in salt. Mostly, however, the 

Bayfielders relied on a natural supply of ice, rather than the artifical 

way. I n February of 1919 there was concern that the several companies 

in Bayfield would not put by a large enough quantity of ice from the lake 
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because of a premature thaw. A sudden IIcold snapll in late February 

pr'oduced a ten-inch layer of ice among the islands. The Press editorial 

only begged indulgence that consumers accept these thinner cakes of 

ice. 24 The ice cutters had to work quickly, however I since navigation 
25 

reopened at the end of March, after only two short months of closure. 

During 1919, the Bayfield newspaper continued to refer to local 

participation in the Great War. There were articles about heroes, and 

routine notices about returning soldiers. I n the July 4th issue, a brief 

note stated: II Eskel Hokenson, who has been in the service for some 

time, serving for several months overseas, arrived home this week with 

his honorable discharge from the service. 1I26 Esker returned to the 

Russell homestead of his deceased father to take hold of farming 

operations once again. His activities and those of his brothers went on 

in anonymity r but occasionally a note in the Bayfield paper brought them 

some attention. One item in the November 12, 1924 number wrote: 

"Several nimrods from this [Russell] vicinity are out hunting at Sand 

Bay, including Len, Bob and Sebastian Feldmeier, Roy, Eskel and Leo 

Hokenson, Harvey Soetebeer and Russell Aiken."
27 

There was a followup 

piece on the success of the hunting party; and one note even told of 

Eskel being confined to the house for several days with a severe cold. 

The paper regularly told, as well r of social events among the Russell few I 

particularly the activities of the Wednesday Club and the Sunnyside Club, 

and the progress of a real estate development organization at Little Sand 

Bay, Called the South Shore Club. This was how the Hokenson brothers 

acquired the lots on Lake Superior that later became their fishing dock 

and buildings. One of the three Hokenson brothers, unspecified by first 

name in the Press article in 1925, ran unsuccessfully for constable in the 

Russell area. 

In the decade of the 1920's, even though herring catches were lower 

than average, the general prosperity of the fishery did attract the 

interest of the Hokenson brothers. Early in the decade they acquired 

some land directly on Little Sand Bay, and at first did some fishing 

merely to supplement family diet. Then, the death of several farm 

animals and the generally limited success of tilling the soil, persuaded 
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them that diversification into fishing was a necessity for survival. Late 

in the decade they commenced construction of their dock, ice house, and 

twine shed. As they worked on building construction, they participated 

at least part time in the commercial fishery. 29 

A few items in the Bayfield County Press gave year to year 

information on domestic events in the lives of the Hokensons. A July 

1928 paragraph told of the completion of Roy and I rene Hokenson's 

"coUage li on Little Sand Bay. Another item during the same month told 

of the release of Mrs. Eskel (Florence) Hokenson from the Pureair 

Sanatorium after nearly two years. It is a reminder that tuberculosis was 

still a health threat during that era. Social notices in the paper kept 

neighbors aware, as well, of the growth of the Leo Hokenson family. 

There were items about a fruitless fishing expediton near the Pageant 

Grounds where Leo took his five year old son Bobby; and a notice about 

the arrival of Leols second child, Elaine, in October of 1928. 30 Roy 

Hokenson got his name in the paper now and then for trapping bounty 

animals such as bobcats and coyotes. 31 A notice was printed too, in 

1930, of the arrival of EskeJls new daughter, Marjory. 32 During the same 

period Leo Hokenson became one of three supervisors for roads in Russell 

Township. His interest, as that of his brothers and neighbors( was the 

improvement of Highway 13 to Superior f which was frequently 

characterized as being IImostly mUd. 11
33 

Roads were not the only requirement for assisting the fishing 

industry in northern Wisconsin. Numerous experiments were conducted in 

the 1920's to increase the dwindling fish population in Lake Superior. 

For some reason, little was ever done to assist the propagation of lake 

herring. It may have been nothing more complicated than herring 

migration that accounted for the cyclical disappearance of the herring in 

certain locations. The decade of the 1920 l s was a poor one for herring 

catches in Wisconsin waters, while North Shore fishermen in Minnesota 

had a bonanza in that commodity. 

the Wisconsin shore improved 
. d h' h 34 remame Ig. 

Curiously, when herring production on 

during the 1930's, Minnesota catches 
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More attention, however, was always given to the big-money fish, 

lake trout and whitefish. Before 1920, fishermen around Bayfield 

discovered a strange new trout in their nets, one that resembled a 

salmon. These fishermen corresponded with Federal officials and learned 

that a limited seeding of salmon trout had been made near Duluth a few 

years previously. The size of the specimen caught was sufficient 

evidence that this variety could thrive in lake Superior. The Bayfield 

fishermen therefore petitioned Federal officials to supply salmon trout 

eggs to the Bayfield hatchery. As a result, a half-million such eggs 

were shipped from Seattle to the hatchery in the spring of 1920, but most 

of the fingerlings were placed in fresh water lakes and streams. Still, 

some of them got into lake Superior from the streams. 35 

late the same year Wisconsin fishermen got more help from the 

Federal government in the form of ten million whitefish eggs and five 

million silver trout eggs for the hatchery at Salmo (Bayfield). The fry 

from this shipment were to be planted into streams flowing toward lake 

Superior during the spring of 1921. Superintendent Ripple of the Salmo 

hatchery thought that fishing results would be noticeable within four or 

five years. I n actuality, whitefish production in Wisconsin waters of Lake 

Superior did not rebound until after 1936, and lake trout production 

remained so steady as to hardly give any evidence of beneficent results 
36 from the hatchery's work. 

In the 1922-3 hatchery season the Salmo plant nurtured ten million 

white fish fry and fourteen mil/ion lake trout fry. Superintendent Robert 

Ripple was still experimenting with the survivability of fry versus 

fingerlings by isolating small batches of the latter in natural ponds, and 

counting them after a yearls time. The resultant survival rate of 65% 

confirmed his hypothesis that fingerlings did better than frys in a natural 

habitat. 37 

During 1923 some Bayfield fishermen expressed the view that 

whitefish were bouncing back as a result of the Salmo hatchery's work. 

Theodore Boutin, for example, made a single haul of 6,300 pounds of 

whitefish in October and sold them for $900. By 1925 hatchery officials 
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had solidified their conclusions regarding the superiority of planting 

fingerlings over fry. For the 1925 season there were 8.5 million lake 

trout, 3.5 million brook trout, 2 million brown trout, .5 million salt water 

salmon and a million silver trout for planting. Most of the silver trout 

and some of the others were destined for small lakes, but the 

preponderance were to be seeded among the Apostle Islands. Later in 

the year the hatchery discontinued permanently its policy of propagating 

rainbow trout, since the rainbows preyed too voraciously on the brown 

trout. 38 

Despite hatchery efforts, Bayfield area fishermen were worried about 

their livelihood. In February of 1927 they banded together to form the 

Northern Wisconsin Commercial Fishermen's Association. Their goals were 

to lobby for legislation favorable to their interests and to secure 

conservation laws. Twenty fishermen attended a meeting at the Pageant 

I nn to elect Oscar Bodin as president of the new organization. Carl 

Hanson became vice president, G. G. Boutin secretary-treasurer, and the 

directors were Henry Johnson, Martin Erickson and Charles Benson. 39 

There were no immediate visible results from the formation of the 

fishermen's association, but the hatchery continued to provide active 

assistance to their concerns. In 1928 the Salmo hatchery provided 17 

million fingerlings for planting among the Apostle f slands. During that 

era, however, the fishermen themselves did act in concert with state 

officials. Not only did they strip females of eggs and males of milt for 

the hatchery, but they also volunteered their time for the distribution of 

the young fish. This practice continued for many years, and the 

fishermen always did it gladly and willingly because it was to their own 
40 advantage. 

In June of 1928 a larger fishing organization, the Wisconsin 

Federation of Commercial Fishermen met at Two Rivers, Wisconsin, to 

promote conservation and protective legislation for the fishery. One 

indication that the convention was trying to put commercial fishing onto a 

scientific basis was the presence on the program of the noted 

academician, Dr. John Van Oosten of the University of Michigan. One 
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indication of Van Oosten's influence was the preliminary questionaire sent 

to attending fishermen seeking their advice on facets of projected 

legislation. The questionaire sought to learn the types of equipment 

used 1 the nature of legislation desired, opinions regarding the hatchery, 

mesh sizes, and minimum sizes of the catch. At last knowledgeable people 

in Wisconsin were putting their heads together. It was only a first step, 

however, since there were still no inter-state or international meetings. 41 

The urgency of the 1928 meeting at Two Rivers was emphasized by a 

Bayfield Press article two months later that proclaimed in a front page 

headline "Commercial Fishing Is Passing on Lakes." The Press actually 

derived the substance of the article from the July issue of Outdoor 

America. The author attacked the general overfishing in all of the Great 

Lakes and also suggested the necessity for international regulation. 42 

An illustration of the lack of uniformity of fishing laws even within a 

single state was illustrated by a fishermen's meeting held at Cornucopia in 

February of 1929. 44 fishermen met there to protest the lengthier season 

allowed for Green Bay fishermen regarding herring. In reaction to 

Section 29.33, subsection 7a and b, of the Wisconsin Fish and Game Laws, 

they drafted, besides their complaints, a set of six proposals to remedy 

their grievances. Five of the proposals related to mesh sizes, while the 

sixth suggested limiting the minimum size of trout to one and one-half 

pounds and herring to not less than ten inches. 43 

Some legislative progress was made for Wisconsin commercial 

fishermen in 1929. In February H. W. Mackenzie, Chief Warden of the 

Wisconsin Conservation Commission, solicited fishermen's views in Bayfield 

regarding mesh sizes for nets and minimum sizes for whitefish and lake 

trout. I n March, it was discovered that the commission had come up with 

a bill that displeased members of the Wisconsin Federation of Commercial 

Fishermen. The fishermen drafted their own bill, and in sum 1 stated that 

the commission's version amounted to property confiscation, unjust 

taxation, and too radical a change generally. Emory Jones I a Cornucopia 

fisherman during this era, stated that generally state officials involved in 

fishery legislation were very receptive to suggestions from professionals 

Ii ke himself I and would embody such ideas into law. Jones said that most 
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of the time fishermen got what they wanted in legislation. As time 

passed, the fishermen, as well, came to accept the notion that overfishing 

t · h' b' 44 was no In t err est Interests. 

B. Perils on the Lake During the 1920's 

Just as during other periods, the decade of the 1920's had its 

violent storms and close calls for men who made their living on the 

surface of Lake Superior. In 1923 two Apostle Island fishermen had a 

very narrow escape. T. S. Coville of Ashland and Alec Riken of Bayfield 

were fishing out on the ice near Madeline I sland in late April of that 

year. Suddenly they became aware that the spring thaw was causing 

their ice floe to drift off toward the middle of Lake Superior. Even 

though they had to abandon their automobile, fortune was on their side 

as the ice floe drifted past Outer I sland and they were able to get 

ashore. They took shelter in the Outer Island Lighthouse and waited for 

rescue. But after two days the wind direction changed and they saw the 

ice floe returning with their automobile still standing on the surface. As 

the prevailing wind was stiff and steady toward the mainland, they 

climbed back onto the ice and were able to drive their vehicle home to 

Ashland. 45 

Halvor Reiten I cousin to the Hokenson brothers, related a parallel 

story to the one above, telling the tale of several Bayfield fishermen at 

some unspecified date. They too became aware that the spring thaw was 

breaking up the ice pack among the Apostle Islands. They had an 

ancient vehicle that carried their fishing equipment and catch. The 

direction of the ice drift obliged them to drive the auto in a different, 

more distant direction than the way they had come onto the ice. As they 

proceeded, they burned out one of the forward gears in the transmission 

of the car. Then one by one, they burned out each of the other forward 

gears. (n desperation they tried to drive the old vehicle in reverse. 

For some reason this gear still functioned. All told, they drove about 

ten miles in reverse gear and eventually reached land safely. 46 
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But Halvor Reiten's greatest adventure was a personal escapade in 

January 1924 when he survived the sinking of the Friant. The story has 

been frequently told in the Bayfield area. I t made the Bayfield paper at 

the time; and a local historian repeated the epic in the same paper thirty 

years after the event. Again, in 1976, Reiten consented to make a tape 

recording of the adventurf~ for the Northeast Minnesota Historical Center 

at Duluth. The text of the narrative is quite a classic because of 

Reiten's ability as a story teller. A sprightly little old man of more than 

eighty winters, Reiten spins a yarn with a twinkle in his eye and a gift 

for the weI/-turned phrase on his tongue. The story pours out as if the 

events depicted occurred yesterday. At least two of the crew members of 

that 1924 saga still survive, and this writer had the privilege of talking 

to both of them in 1978. These two were Halvor Reiten of Bayfield and 

Emory IISqueakyll Jones of Cornucopia. 

In outline, the story proceeds as follows: Halvor Reiten became 

partners with Captain Einar Miller in the purchase of the steamer Friant 

in early 1923. The boat was to have multiple purposes; but the original 

idea was to provide both freight and passenger services between Bayfield 

and Duluth, with stops, as needed at the intervening ports of 

Cornucopia, Port Wing, Orienta and Superior. 

Apparently the volume of business was not sufficient, or otherwise 

the owners were ambitious; for during the winter of 1923-1924 the 

partners decided to engage in gill-net fishing for lake trout along the 

south shore of Lake Superior. Aware that the south shore usually 

freezes over in January, they intended to use Two Harbors in Minnesota 

as their home base. They settled on this hazardous enterprise despite 

the fact that most lights and other navigational aids had closed down in 

mid-December. Halvor Reiten said later that it was the prospect of trout 

prices going up to forty cents a pound that enticed them. There was a 

nine man crew that included Miller as master, Reiten as fireman, and 

Sherman Bolles of Ashland as Chief Engineer. The rest of the crew were 

from Cornucopia, and four of these were Joneses. Among these was 

Emory lISqueaky" Jones, who, like Reiten, is stil/ around spinning sea 

yarns. 
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Einar Miller had to run the 110 foot Friant out of Bayfield harbor on 

lhe 3rd of January 1924, because the ice was forming rapidly among the 

Apostle Islands. He hustled the Friant around the Bayfield Peninsula to 

Cornucopia harbor where they picked up the fishermen. There too they 

had to hurry, as the port was freezing up rapidly. Even though the 

Friant had a thin coating of iron plating to protect it against sheet ice, 

its progress through the water drove a wedge of ice through the port 

side hull in the after section. This event occurred as the steamer was 

rounding Bark Point west of Cornucopia. This difficulty forced them to 

turn back to Bark Bay which they made at 1300 hours on the 4th. Here 

the vessel froze into the ice. The temperature had gone down to 23 

degrees below zero and the wind was screaming. As Reiten described the 

wind: "it began cracking around us like artillery fire. II 

On the 5th of January, despite being frozen in, the crew was able 

to get the Friant to list to starboard while they patched the leak. 

Sometime that evening, Saturday, the wind shifted and came from the 

southeast, putting a considerable strain on the anchor chain. IIThat 

anchor chain was just like a fiddle string, II said Reiten. The captain 

started up the engine to take the strain off the chain. Soon the ice 

started to break up. For a time the rudder was frozen in place, but the 

crew used steam hoses to free it. Then the Friant got underway and 

re-rounded Bark Point and passed Port Wing. Now it was Sunday, the 

6th of January. 

Reiten said that the southeasterly wind was at hurricane force for a 

time, and attributed its intensity to the rapid temperature rise from 20 

below to 20 above. Some time during Sunday afternoon the crew of the 

Friant discovered anew, larger leak in the hull on the starboard side 

amidships. Probably a chunk of ice had jammed through the bul khead on 

the earlier occasion, but had frozen into place. Now with the thaw and 

vessel motion, the ice had melted out of the hole. By 1530 hours the 

water was rising rapidly inside the vessel, despite the use of pumps and 

pails. Briefly the captain thought of making a ublanketing bolt, II using a 

tarp on the outside to seal the hole with water pressure holding the tarp 

in place. Other solutions ran through their minds as the water rose in 

the bilge. One idea was a forlorn hope that the ice breaker Wallin would 
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come to assist them. Finally the rising water put out the fire in the 

boiler. Miller ordered the crew to abandon ship. 

As the crew worked to lower the lifeboat which would hold nineteen 

persons, Reiten decided to change his clothes. He had gotten soaked to 

the skin performing his dllties in the deepening bilge water. lIyou tal k 

about a quick change act in the theatre. I never put clothes on so dang 

fast and put all new clothes on - top to toe - clean new underwear and 

everything. stepped aboard the life boat like a president of a 

corporation. was the best dressed ship wrecked man you ever saw in 

your fife. 1I The men abandoned ship at about 1600 hours on the 6th of 

January. 

Shortly before the Friant sank, the wind had changed once again, 

this time back to the northwest again. The nine men in the lifeboat knew 

they could not use the wind to return to the Wisconsin shore because 

they would doubtlessly run into the ice field. So they had to buck the 

wind and row into the st.orm toward the North Shore of Minnesota. As 

they rowed away, they saw the Thomas Friant go down bow first. IlShe 

was at an angle, about a thirty degree angle or so, the hind doors of the 

house on her, poof f went out Ii ke that from the air pressure that was 

trapped in there and she started down you know f just like a man down a 

ski slide. II These were part of Reiten1s recollections fifty years later. 

Halvor Reiten said it was a funny sensation to see that boat 

disappear f since it was sort of his home with all his possessions on it. 

He felt very lonely at that moment. After fifty years he could still 

remember Captain Miller1s big pocket watch hanging on a hook in the 

wheelhouse, swaying with the rising waves. He thought for a moment of 

taking the watch off the hook, but his mental processes vetoed the motion 

when a contrary thought predicted that Miller would salvage the vessel 

and recover his watch. Now Reiten thinks that some scuba diver will get 

it, a real prize, stored in a vault sixty to seventy fathoms deep. 

As for the survivors, their task was still cut out for them. The 

lifeboat crew guessed they were halfway between Port Wing on the South 
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Shore and Two Harbors of the North Shore. Reiten told how the nine 

men rowed for eight and one-half hours straight. The lifeboat was an old 

iron one. As Reiten told the story, he nodded toward another boat like 

it in his boatyard and said, "they row hard. II 

He added: 

oar. And 

"Nine men. Nine men - four oars. Two men to an 

was the best dressed guy so I was steering. But 

I traded off some times with the nearest oarsman because I had 

to move to keep warm. Winter time, sixth day of January, 

1924. No Coast Guard then, no radio, or radar or any kind of 

that stuff. I n fact you didn't even have a lighthouse lit on 

Lake Superior at that time. And gradually the lights on the 

north shore kept winking out until it was black as the cat in 

the coal bin. Except for one light and center of civilization 

worth going to. That was the only thing we had to guide us. 

So we headed for that. And we made shore, the wind kept 

dying down, dying down, dying down, right along and we made 

shore by where this slip is right now. It was dark, oh boy, It 

was dark. Il 

Reiten fleshed out the ordeal in the lifeboat by telling how the spray 

of the waves froze on their backs and gave them a protective coating of 

ice against the north wester . On landing f they fired some flares, but 

learned later that the people who saw the flares thought someone was 

celebrating. Halvor Reiten had to climb a twenty foot cliff on his own 

and then found the source of the brilliant light they had seen from the 

lake. It was a group of fishermen playing cards opposite a large window 

that fortunately had no curtains. Their light in the window had been a 

beacon of salvation to the nine Wisconsin fishermen. 

Reiten drew out the story to include details about every helpful 

person along the way who got them safely back to Bayfield. He can still 

tell the tale with great verve. 47 

Even though there was no loss of life involved in the sinking of the 

Friant, this event was a financial disaster for Einar Miller and Halvor 
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Rei ten. Since they were operating during a forbidden period, they could 

get no insurance, and lost (;!verything. The Friant and its equipment was 

valued at $16,000. Half of that debt fell on the shoulders of Reiten, who 

paid off his indebtedness over the next twenty years. 48 The disaster 

drove Halvor out of the fishing business altogether, and henceforth he 

concentrated his energies on boat building and running a boatyard. On 

occassion, over the years, his innovative spirit caught the imagination of 

the local paper, which told of his exploits. In 1927 he caught public 

attention with his ice-crossing vehicles. In January he tested an old 

Ford touring car with runners in front on a trip out to Bass Island. A 

year later, Halvor was the builder but not the designer of a sled-boat 

that receive its locomotion from an airplane propeller. The vessel was 

also equipped with an outboard motor for those occasions when it went 

through the ice or when used in warmer weather. 49 

C. The Role of Bayfield County Roads in the Marketing of Fish 

During the 1920 l s thE! road system around Bayfield was improving to 

some extent, helping to break down a bit of the rural isolation for people 

in the northern sector of the Bayfield Peninsula. Highway 13, Which 

wended westward from the town of Bayfield 1 received regular attention in 

the pages of the Bayfield County Press as it inched slowly toward 

Duluth. A coded map printed in the paper during 1925 showed that the 

entire route was complete, but that very little of it was first class. Only 

a few short stretches were classified as "Macadam/ Gravel/Shale/etc. II 

More commonly the symbols indicated "AII Weather Earth. II And there 

were at least two intervals characterized as "Heavy Clay (Avoid During 

Rains). II The road passed through Cornucopia, Herbster I Port Wing, and 

met the main road to Duluth from Wisconsin on the southeast edge of 

Superior. 50 After 1925 most of the interest in Highway 13 was directed 

toward its improvement. A few ambitious critics tried to promote the 

re-roLlting of the road closer to the lakeshore to make it a more scenic 

drive. The road was not very close to the shore during the last third of 

its extent between Bayfield and Superior, on both ends. 
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The significance of Highway 13 increased as more fishermen from the 

South Shore villages needed access to markets for their fish. Most of the 

fishermen who used the port of Bayfield as their base, marketed their 

fish with one or the other of the large companies in town. During the 

late 1920 l s a third company was set up in Bayfield by a Chicago 

businessman and city official, Mr. Howard W. Elmore. He formed the 

Bayfield Fish Company in competition with the Booth Packing Company 

and the Boutins. The latter company fell upon hard times and moved 

their business out of Bayfield for 1930 and 1931 to Chasse! f Michigan. In 

1932 the Boutins returned, bringing a load of timber and lumber to 

Bayfield aboard the Elsie Nell for the purpose of repairing their buildings 

and dock at Bayfield? --

D. Lake Superior Fishing Becomes Intensive: A Variety of Marketing 

Techinques Developed 

H. W. Elmore, mentioned above, diversified his interests into 

commercial fishing during 1926. Although his principal investments were 

in Chicago, he had had a summer home in Bayfield for several years. 

Studying the Apostle I slands scene for a number of years, he concluded 

that Bayfield could use a third fishing concern. He at first leased 

facilities in Bayfield; then, in 1927, he built a small plant in Red Cliff, 

north of Bayfield. Then, in 1928, he constructed a $40,000 refrigerator 

plant and warehouse on the waterfront at the foot of Second Street in 

Bayfield. The establ ishment measured 38 by 70 feet and had a twenty 

ton Frick refrigerator on the ground floor that kept two sharp-freezing 

rooms at subzero temperatures and an Ilante-freezing chamber Jl in which a 

temperature of many degrees below freezing could be maintained. The 

second floor held offices and equipment storage rooms. On the dockside, 

a sheltered porch eighteen feet wide ran the length of the building. 

Here fish could be cleaned and prepared before freezing. The entire 

edifice was made of fireproof brick, steel and concrete. 52 

When the Hokenson brothers commenced fishing for profit in the late 

twenties, their first marketing outlet was with H. W. Elmore. But they 
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quickly came to the conclusion that they could get better prices for their 

lake trout and whitefish elsewhere. Roy Hokenson said that for a brief 

interval he and his brother's were getting only two to four cents a pound 

for their Ilmoney" fish. This discouraging return forced the brothers to 

turn to the port of Cornucopia as a potential outlet. 53 

Emory Jones of Cornucopia told something of the marketing practices 

at that fishing village. He said there was always a limited market for 

Lake Superior fish in the towns of Norther Wisconsin. Notices to that 

effect appeared regularly in the Bayfield newspaper. Jones complained in 

afteryears about the risks the fishermen took; sometimes they would lose 

the total value of a rail shipment to Chicago, if the refrigerator car failed 

to keep the fish fresh enroute. Similarly, shipping the fish either to 

Bayfield or Duluth added to the time lost by commercial fishermen, if they 

carried the produce over water to port in their own boats. 54 

Emory Jones stated that the fishermen around Cornucopia, including 

the Hokensons, finally put their heads together and devised a plan to 

form a cooperative association for marketing their fish. They received 

the active support of Hermann J. Ehlers, manager of the 

Flieth Ehlers Mercantile company of Cornucopia. Ehlers would call the 

Chicago market directly by telephone to find out the current price per 

pound on lake trout and whitefish. One item in the Bayfield paper in 

1931 told how the Cornucopia fishermen shipped their fish to Chicago by 

truck, using three drivers on the two day trip. As Jones explained, this 

was done strictly by lI'gentiemen 1s agreement ll with Ehlers. I n time, 

Ehlers was able to come up with an even better arrangement. He was 

dealing with a man named Sachs in Chicago, and Sachs did not know that 

every fisherman in Cornucopia was marketing through Ehlers. So Sachs 

thought he could get a corner on the market by temporarily giving Ehlers 

two cents more than the Chicago price. In time Sachs thought other local 

fishermen would come to him and he would eventually have all of the 

Cornucopia Fish. He was unaware that he already had the entire market 

from the start. After six months of overpaying Ehlers, Sachs had to 

admit he had been duped by the II country bumpkins. II At that point 

Sachs good naturedly admitted defeat and agreed to continue buying all 
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the Cornucopia fish that Ehlers provided at the standard Chicago market 
. 55 

prIce. 

Grace Lee Nute, who wrote one of the better histories of Lake 

Superior, told of this propensity of Finns and Scandinavians to organize 

cooperatives. Her focus was on Minnesota fishermen and the North 

Shore. She wrote: 

II Almost from the beginning they had such an organization, 

called the Duluth Fishermen1s Union. They met once in while to 

organize opposition to some pending legislation or to make 

contracts. Theodore Thompson of Larsmont was chairman and 

D. W. Tomlinson was secretary. About fifty per cent of the 

fishermen of the American north shore belong today [1944] to 

the North Shore Fishermen1s Trucking Association, whose 

trucks gather up the fish along the shore. It has been in 

operation about ten years. The truckman hauls with his own 

truck at a commission of twenty per cent of the value of the 

fi sh sold. The fi shermen fee! that they get better prices by 

thus combining in their own sales agency.1I 56 

While the cooperative at Cornucopia did not have identical methods to the 

North Shore operation, it too functioned to garner better prices. 

Emory Jones related more of the Cornucopia marketing history of the 

19301s. He said that the combination of a fishing boom on Lake Superior 

and the national Depression, often made it impossible to market all of 

their catch in Chicago for cash. Jones stated that it was the depressed 

price of lake trout to only four or five cents a pound that compelled him 

to resort to barter. Jones would load up his pickup truck with iced fish 

and drive off to the nearby towns of northern Wisconsin. Many of his 

customers had no cash, so he would accept almost anything in payment: 

chickens I eggs, mi I k, 

equipment. Oftentimes 

vegetables, clothing, firewood, tools, or used 

Jones had no personal use for some of these 

acquisitions, but he could market many of them at his own roadside 

stand. Emory Jones said that often on these fish-bartering expeditions 
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I1e would return home with his pickup truck more heavily laden than when 

he started out. Jones called the Depression years in Cornucopia the most 

prosperous years of his life. His family had an abundance of food and 

everything else necessary to sustain life. He said that by 1936 the cash 

market for fish had recovered and he could again sell everything he 

caught. 57 

As the 1930 l s progressed and the most prosperous fishing decade of 

the 194015 commenced f marketing of fish continued to be done in a variety 

of ways. Shipping by railway refrigerator cars to large urban markets 

such as Chicago and St. Paul, continued to be a major distribution mode. 

But it was also an era when independent or large-scale trucking made 

inroads into the onetime railroad monopoly. One 1940 article in the 

Bayfield Press illustrates this phenomenon. According to the article, 

Thomas Jones and Sons of Cornucopia broke a local fishing record when 

their family boats and equipment took more than 60,000 pounds of fresh 

fish in three days' work. They shipped their catch by truck to various 

market centers. In the three day bonanza, the family took 25,250 pounds 

of fresh fish on the best day. About sixty percent of the haul was fake 

trout and all of their luck was attributed to the efficiency of pound nets. 

The Joneses broke the family record of thirty years standing by taking 

7,500 pounds of money-fish from a single lift of one pound net. That 

was nearly four tons of fish from one net on a single day! The family 

spokesman, E. N. Jones, said that this achievement was made despite the 

fact that the family busin l9ss had not increased the number of its pound 

nets during the previous ten years. He added: IIThis catch offers 

conclusive proof that the supply of trout in these waters is increasing J 

rather than becoming depleted. 11
58 

E. The Heyday of the Apostle Islands Fishery: Smoked Fish, Ice 

Harvesting, and More Perils at Sea 

The decade of the 1 930's, as has been indicated above, was a revival 

time for the commercial fishery in Wisconsin waters of Lake Superior . 

There finally was a noticeable increase in whitefish production as a result 
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of all the hatchery fingerling seeding. The annual catch average was 

44.75 tons, up from 34.8 tons in the previous decade. Lake trout were 

more steady, but high in production: 257.5 tons per annum as compared 

with 243 tons per annum during the 1920 15. Herring, as always, had the 

greatest volume of production. But it too increased, and dramatically, 

from a 458 tons per annum rate in the 1920 l s to 1095 tons per annum rate 

in the 1930's. 59 

For the Hokensons this was the decade when they entered commercial 

fishing heart and soul. I n collaboration with their boat-builder cousin, 

Halvor Reiten, they built their 38 foot, diesel powered fishing boat, the 

Twilite. During the spring and summer months the brothers towed a 

pound-net boat behind the Twilite, using the smaller rowboat to service 

their pound nets. In the fall they would not need a pound boat, as they 

harvested the spawning herring by means of gill-nets. The herring 

season would sometimes commence in late October, but most certainly by 

the first week In November. Depending upon the weather, the herring 

rush could last up to six weeks; but it was invariably over by Christmas. 

Then { when the inland waters among the Apostle Islands froze over for 

the winter months, the Hokensons would engage in some through-the-ice 

fishing, They would either string gill nets in a line under the ice or do 

some IIbobbingll with hooks. At the opportune moment the Hokensons 

would cut a quantity of lake ice for their ice house, to complete the 

annual fishery cycle. 60 

The large fishery companies in Bayfield harvested the ice on a 

larger scale than such private operations like that of the Hokensons. 

H, W, Elmore and his Bayfield Fish Compnay would have as many as 25 

men working for several weeks to transport 800 tons of ice to the 

warehouse. The Booth Packing Company had a larger operation, with 

forty men loading 2200 tons of ice into their sheds. Ice cakes weighed 

between 400 and 500 pounds, and were cut from the lake surface several 

hundred feet from shore and rafted through a narrow channel the 

workmen had cut through the ice field leading to the ice-house chute. At 

shore, a team of horses provided the power for pulling the cakes up the 

chutes by wire cable, Booth had sixteen men in the ice house skidding 

th ' k' t 't" t' 61 e Ice ca es In 0 POSI Ion In lers. 
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Another fishery-associated industry that always existed along the 

Lake Superior littoral was the avocation of smoking fish. It never became 

a major business that provided large quantities of smoked fish for distant 

patrons. The nature of the art was such that smoking could only be 

done on a limited scale. Mostly fishermen or people who lived close to 

the lake could participate. Each smokehouse was unique and reflected the 

particular objectives of the builder/designer. Most of them were made of 

wood that eventually dried out and would catch fire from repetitive use. 

It seems that the builder expected his smokehouse to burn down in time. 

So he built on a small scale to restrict his loss. 

Occasionally a Bayfield Press article described such smokehouse 

procedures. In 1928, Ed Baldwin of Bayfield had his operation written 

up in the local newspaper. Ed's smokehouse was six feet by eight feet 

and six feet tall. It was made of some unspecified type of wood and had 

a sheet-iron covering to fireproof it somewhat. The fish to be smoked 

were attached to nine boards that were each six inches wide. Nails were 

driven into the boards as pegs for the fish. Baldwin was smoking 

herring, and the capacity of his house could accommodate 350 pounds of 

the small fish at a time. He had four different fires burning 

simultaneously, using a mixture of green and dry hard and soft maple as 

the combustible. It took five hours to smoke a batch of herring, and 

Baldwin completed 15 batches over a three-week span. He apparently was 

marketing the smoked herring to his neighbors, with a modest supply for 

his own family. Baldwin purchased fresh herring from the nearby Booth 

Fish Company dock during the regular herring run of November. He 

intended to fish for herring through the ice when the regular herring 

season terminated. 62 

Over the years Bayfielders continued to smoke whatever kind of fish 

they took from the lake waters, but always in limited amounts. One very 

popular smokable fish peculiar to Lake Superior was the Slscowet, a type 

of lake trout. For years fishermen debated with scientists concerning the 

distinctiveness of the 5iscowet and finally the academics came to admit 

that the fishermen were right, that the Siscowet should be acknowledged 

as a subspecies of the 5alvelinus Namaycush or lake trout. A noted 
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American icthylolgist of the nineteenth century, G. Brown Goode l used 

the description of a colleague to tell about the S;scowet: 

"This fish, like the former species, came frequently under my 

eye during my late northern tour; and rejoice in the 

possession of a barrel of him in his pickled state, which 

procured at the Sault Ste. Marie, on the strength of which 

can recommend him to all lovers of good eating as the very best 

salt fish that exists in the world. He is so fat and rich that 

when eaten fresh he /s unsufferably rank and oily, but when 

salted and broiled, after being steeped for forty-eight hours in 

cold water, he is not surpassed or equaled by any fish with 

which I am acquainted. 11
63 

Roy Hokenson, in telling about the Siscowet, echoed the above 

quotation from Goode in many particulars, but stated that people on the 

Bayfield Peninsula had come to prefer the Siscowet in its smoked variety. 

He said that any of the cooking methods that were used for the fatty 

fish, usually resulted in the loss of much of the nourishment of the fish. 

Frying would result in the substance of the fish melting away to a 

fraction, leaving only a very small portion. There are stories abroad in 

northern Wisconsin that at one time the Chippewa used Siscowet as 

candles, merely adding a wick to them. The very name "Siscowet" is 

supposed to be a Chippewa word for "cooks itself. II Most fishermen say 

that the Siscowet is caught in very deep water, beyond forty fathoms r 

and that the cold at this depth necessitates the fish's development of 

greater fatty composition to survive. Regrettably, they have always been 

and remain, a very scarce fish. As Goode wrote: IIlf one barrel of 

Siscowet to fifteen Namaycush are caught, they are said to be very 

abundant. II When this writer visited Bayfield on the Fourth of July 1978, 

vendors were selling limited quantities of the smoked Siscowet on the 

street. Several people stated they were a rare del icacy . 64 

In every era the threat and actuality of storms on Lake Superior 

were a continual reminder that making a living on the lake was a 

dangerous business. Giant storms in 1927 and 1929, for example, 
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imperiled the lives of innumerable seamen on Lake Superior. The Bayfield 

paper characterized the November 1927 storm as the worst experienced 

there since 1905. Fortunately I neither storm took any lives on Lake 

Superior, but the toll on Lake Michigan was more than fifty when three 

vessels went down, including a car ferry. Material and monetary losses 

were considerable in both storms around the Apostle Islands. The 1927 

northeaster took a thirty foot chunk out of the city dock and undermined 

the storage shed on the old Boutin dock north of the Booth Fish Company 

slip. The shed fell into the water just when men from the Booth dock 

were trying to rescue a touring car. They were lucky to escape with 

their lives. In the same storm several hundred feet of railroad roadbed 

washed into the lake, isolating several refrigerator cars on a safe stretch 

of track. Both in 1927 and 1929 Bayfield fishermen lost valuable time 

during the herring season because of these storms, but in neither case 

did the delay affect overall production. Yet a lot of gill-nets were lost 

or torn to pieces, and many docks among the islands were damaged or 

destroyed. The 1927 storm was particularly damaging to the town of 

Bayfield because the storm blew directly down the North Channel between 

Stockton, Michigan and Madeline Islands. Thus, in this instance, these 

islands did not function as a breakwater to protect the mainland. 65 

As destructive as the above storms were, lesser storms hit 

Bayfielders more emotionally when they took lives of friends or neighbors. 

Jack Erickson of Bayfield stated that in recent times excellent weather 

forecasting almost gave too much warning for fishermen. He said that if 

a successful fisherman stayed ashore for every weather warning he heard 

on the radio, he would hardly ever go out on the lake. Erickson stated 

that the old timers had many personal rules of thumb I as well as visual, 

oral and other cues. At times they put to sea knowing in their bones 

that trouble was brewing. They just kept an alternative plan at the back 

of their heads to run for shelter when a real blow began. 66 

Once in a while the fishermen did not make it. Herman Johnson of 

Bayfield recalled an instance that happened fifty years previously, in 

1928. On this occasion it was a spring squall off Sand Island, just after 

the ice had broken up. There were at least four different Sand Island 
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fisherman in separate boats setting gill-nets in the morning hour's of April 

25th, when the squall came up, accompanied by blowing snow. Herman 

Johnson says he can remember the tragedy as it if were yesterday. As 

the storm came up, all of the fishermen tf'ied to start up their outboard 

motors. Everyone succeeded except Harold Dahl. All wanted to propel 

their boats into leeward waters behind Sand Island. Johnson said he 

could see Dahl struggling fiercely to start his outboard motor. Johnson 

would get a glimpse of Dahl when either his own boat was atop a swell or 

Dahl's was. Johnson kept looking back as his own boat reached smoother 

water in the lee of the island. Once he saw DahPs boat rise atop a giant 

wavei then the billow descended, and Dahl was out of sight. When the 

next wave arose, Johnson looked where he expected man and boat to be. 

There was nothing. Another fisherman, Louis Moe, was closer to Dahl, 

and tried unsuccessfully to rescue the helpless Dahl. Moe did not see 

the hapless fisherman go down either: one moment he was there, 

struggling with his motor, the next instant he was gone. 67 

The same storm nearly drowned three other fishermen off Port Wing 

nearby. They spent a bone-chilling night out on the lake and were 

rescued by a Coast Guard cutter. Variants of this theme were repeated 

endlessly on Lake Superior. I n January of 1932 two of the Bouti n 

brothers drifted for six days in a powerless boat. Shifting winds 

variously blew them toward lake center or back shoreward. Finally they 

drifted ashore safely near Ontonagon, Michigan, more than sixty miles 

east of their home. During their ordeal Allison and Wilfred Boutin had 

only a can of sugar for food; but their main problem was the cold at 

night. They had a small stove onboard, into which they slowly pushed 

pieces of broken Lip fish-boxes and portions of the boat's floorboards. 

When the wood was gone they took old rags and a jacket, soaked these 

small parcels of cloth into the crankcase oil, and let them smoulder slowly 

in the stove. Huddling close to this dismal fire, they ended up with 

blackened faces. Yet they lasted five nights this way. Several times the 

winds almost drove their boat into cliffs on the south shore, but at the 

end a lucky current drove them past a formidable stone wall onto the only 

available sandy beach west of Ontonagon, at Union Bay. They still had 

to walk an agonizing mile on shore to find a cottage. Their appearance 

86 

I 

.­
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

4tI 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

•• 
I 



I 

I. 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
Ie 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I· 
I 

was such that when they knocked on a cabin door! the proprietor 

slammed the door in their faces. But as fortune would have it, the cabin 

dweller knew their grandfather, and finally took them in. After several 

days of recuperation, the Boutin brothers were safely returned to their 

families. Through it all, Wilfred lost sixteen pounds, and both young 

men nibbled at snacks during the entire trip home. 68 

While the perils at sea received frequent mention in the pages of the 

Bayfield County Press, this area contributed a small part of the total 

chronicle regarding the general story of hazzards on Lake Superior. One 

author found the largest of the Great Lakes to be such a rich vein from 

the larger cache of maritime disasters, that he contributed articles on the 

subject to the magazine I nland Seas for a period of fifteen years. This 

man, Julius F. Wolff, Jr" wrote about storms, shipwrecks, collisions, 

Coast Guard rescues, and assorted other Lake Superior mishaps from 

earliest historical times to the present. Wolff merely echoed the 

sentiments of many a Bayfield Pen insula fisherman: that Lake Superior 

could rival the ferocity of storms on any of the seven seas, and scare the 
69 breath out of any old salt or fresh water seaman. 

F. The 193015: Renewal of the Apostle Islands Fishery Through 

legislation and Hatch1ery Replenishment 

Although hatcheries in Minnesota, Wisconsin and Michigan had been 

replenishing the stock of commercial fish in Lake Superior for more than a 

half century, the improvement in the abundance of whitefish and lake 

trout became most apparent during the 1930' s and 1940'5. The whitefish 

increase was most dramatic in the latter decade, when the Wisconsin yield 

peaked at an average of 206 tons per year. Lake trout too improved in 

yield; but their production in Wisconsin waters of Lake Superior had 

always been consistently high. The lake trout average for the 1940 l s was 

291 tons per annum, up from 257 tons during the 1930's. All of this 

improvement in the volume of money fish doubtless could be attributed 

mainly to the widening of knowledge concerning the life cycles and 

feeding habits of these fish, from fingerlings to spawning adults. 70 
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Despite the advancing degree of sophistication in scientific methods 

for replenishing fish populations, there were still some puzzling blank 

spots in the scientists l knowledge. The most intriguing mystery was the 

ebb and flow of lake herring production. From 1908 onwards I when 

regular tabulation of Lake Superior statistics began, there was a steady, 

but broken, increase in the annual yield of lake herring. The most 

noticeable decline in herring production for Lake Superior was in the 

decade of the 1920's. But when herring reappeared in greater numbers 

thereafter, no-one could offer any explanation, such as hatchery 

replenishment, since there was none, for the revival; The only sources of 

evidence were the observations of the commercial fishermen. Emory Jones 

of Cornucopia thought there was an unknown cyclical flow relating to the 

reproductive system of the herring. Other fi shermen speculated that 

November storms would protect the herring from overfishing in any given 

year, thus allowing the adult fish to recuperate and spawn for an extra 

season. It was thought, as well, that storms forced the herring to 

change their spawning grounds, and thus be more abundant in locations 

where they had never spawned before. This migration seemed to apply 

more to herring than to trout or whitefish, since the two money fish did 

not range over as wide a geographic area as the herring. 71 

New puzzles were added to the herring question in the mid-1950 's 

when the little fish started to disappear as precipitously as the whitefish 

and lake trout. But unlike these valuable fish, the herring were too 

small to be victimized by the lamprey eel. So there was no visible cause 

for their demise. Once again speculation was rampant: most commercial 

fishermen blamed the herring disaster of the 1950 l s on smelt, who had 

first become visible in Lake Superior in the 193015. According to this 

hypothesis, the ever increasing smelt were feeding on the ova of the 

herring. Emory Jones thought that the dumping of taconite tailings along 

the Minnesota North Shore was an adequate explanation for herring 

decline. Later in this study we will treat briefly the more scientifically 

based hypothesis concerning this problem. 72 

During the 1930's the various Wisconsin fish hatcheries engaged in a 

vigorous struggle to replenish the favorite food fish of the lake country. 
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There were a number' of these hatcheries around the state, and most of 

them had the responsibility to look after the game fish in the thousands 

of smaller lakes scattered throughout Wisconsin. Thus even the hatchery 

at Salmo near Bayfield provided fingerling german brown and brook trout 

for streams and small lakes. But Salmo also contributed several million 

lake trout fingerlings yearly to Lake Superior. Both the Bayfield Fish 

Company (H. W. Elmore), the Booth Fish Company and the Boutins 

donated their boats and crews free of charge to perform this service. 73 

The State of Wisconsin was also experimenting with legislative 

methods of conserving commercial fish during those years. Sometimes, 

when the new laws were explained to Bayfielders, a stringent 

interpretation would throw a scare into Lake Superior fishermen. Once, 

in 1930, the Ashland Press told its readership that ice fishing was now 

banned in Ashland County waters. A closer reading of the text of the 

new law and a clarifying statement from the state conservation commission 

revealed that the ban on ice fishing applied only to inland waters and not 

to the surface of Lake Superior. 74 

Bayfield fishermen were always active in defending their interests. 

When problems were greatest, they formed ad hoc organizations and sent 

delegates to state or regional conventions on fishing. I n April of 1928 35 

fishermen met at the Bracken Hotel in Bayfield to select two delegates to 

attend a regional meeting to be held in June either at Milwaukee or some 

other place. The organization, calling itself the Northern Wisconsin 

Commercial Fishermen's Association, had members who came from as far as 

Houghton Point on the east to Port Wing on the west. They elected J. O. 

Bodine to represent the pound-net fishers and Charles Benson to 

represent the gi II netters. The regional meeting had been called by 

Governor Green of Michigan and was actually held in Two Rivers, 

Wisconsin instead of Milwaukee. Henry O'Malley, the U.S. Fish 

Commissioner was also in attendance as were Canadian representatives. 

Every state adjacent to any of the Great Lakes sent delegates. The 

Bayfielders were aware that other states had stricter laws at the time on 

the taking of lake trout and whitefish. Wisconsin, for example, permitted 

the taking of twelve-inch trout and thirteen-inch whitefish. Their 
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neighbors, Minnesota and Michigan, did not allow the netting of such 

small money fish. Two effects of tal king in assembly with fishermen from 

other states was to impress on the Wisconsinites the necessity for 

uniformity of legislation and the necessity for recognition that the taking 

of such " sma llll fish would mean the eventual destruction of their 

livelihood. The Wisconsin fishermen went into the meeting seeking a 

pound and a half minimum limit on trout and whitefish; but speaking with 

fishermen from lakes that had al ready suffered a serious diminution of 

trout and whitefish supply, convinced them that weight-measure was not a 

practicable means of control, and that they would have to increase the 

minimum length by several inches. Within three years the Wisconsin 

legislature would accept a minimum of 17 inches for lake trout and 16 

inches for whitefish. 75 

The meeting that was eventually held in June of 1928 at Two Rivers, 

Wisconsin was very much a fact-finding seminar at which scientists, 

legislators, administrators and members of the Wisconsin Conservation 

Commission plied the fishermen with inquiries about the details of their 

profession and their preferences on legislative modifications. 76 

The resultant Wisconsin legislative effort was nevertheless haphazard 

and uncoordinated with neighboring states i but during the 1930's the 

first extensive effort was made to base fish conservation laws on scientific 

methods. Dr. John Van Oosten of the United States Department of 

Fisheries was in the vanguard of this movement and he had attended the 

meeting at Two Rivers. Van Oosten conducted experiments that lasted 

several years, using the waters of several of the Great Lakes to ascertain 

the truth behind popular theories and fishermen's hypotheses. Van 

Oosten wrote up the results of his researches for a number of 

professional journals, such as the Transactions of the American Fisheries 

Society as well as for government documents. In time, his method of 

experimentation became the rule rather than the exception. Studies were 

done on every major species of food fish to ascertain their spawning 

habits, feeding practices, and general life cycle. 77 
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Since this academic and legislative work was of such commanding 

importance to fishing communities, the Bayfield paper continuously 

commented on it. In January 1930 the states of Wisconsin and Michigan 

got together with the U. S. Bureau of Fisheries to conduct an 

investigation of Lake Mictligan's west shore from Kenosha north. The 

knowledge gained would doubtlessly benefit Lake Superior fishermen as 

well. Most of the $24,336 was provided by the Federal agency, and Dr. 

John Van Oosten was the scientist in charge. An article on the subject 

in the Bayfield paper stated that Van Oosten had previously completed a 

similar survey of Lake Erie. 78 

Van Oosten stated his eleven-fold objectives to the newspapers: 

"1. experiments to determine the size of net meshes for chub 

net fishing, and the effects of various sized meshes on 

immature lake trout and immature chub population. This 

experiment will be vE~ry detailed and will determine the percent 

by the weight of fish and number, and will also determine jf 

possible, the correct size mesh for chubs which will take less 

than 10 percent trout. The direct purpose is to recommend the 

most satisfactory mesh. 

2. experimental chub nets to determine the effect of the 

method of stringing on the taking of troutj 

3. experimental nets to test newly developed net 

preservatives j 

4. small mesh nets to locate yearling trout; 

5. to correlate depths, temperatures, bottom materials, and 

chemical conditions of water with the dIstribution of trout and 

chubs; 

6. to study the food of trout and chubs; 
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7. to study races or species of trout; 

8. examine fishermen's bait nets to ascertain 

commercially important immature chubs, wastage 

valuable as food for trout; 

9. examine destruction of immature trout by hooks; 

percent of 

of chubs 

10. examine lifts of commercial chub nets as to species and 

maturity; 

11. tagging trout and whitefish to study migration. ,,79 

All of the above experiments were intended to provide data for the 

several states in their commercial fishery legislative programs. The state 

of Wisconsin sought input, as well, from all of the commercial fishermen of 

the Wisconsin shore of Lake Superior. I n January 1931 the Wisconsin 

conservation director, Paul D. Kelleter presided over a meeting with 

fishermen at Bayfield. The state officials were mainly interested in 

learning whether there was a need to restrict the present open season for 

lake trout and whitefish, or whether there was any need to change the 

mesh sizes for pound and gill-nets. 80 The Bayfield area was an ideal 

location to make such an inquiry, since more than eighty percent of all 

the nets in Wisconsin/lake Superior waters were owned and set by 

Bayfield fishermen. 81 

The fishermen at Bayfield were surprisingly conservation-conscious 

in their proposals to the state: They urged that the minimum size of lake 

trout be increased to 17 inches and whitefish to 16 inches. Additionally 

they wanted the mesh of gill nets for lake trout and whitefish increased 

to 4-1/4 inches. Other resolutions concerning mesh size of gill-nets for 

herring tended in the same direction. If such gill-nets for small fish 

were lowered in water that provided more than 10% of small lake trout, or 

whitefish, the fishermen was to cease fishing those waters. Similarly the 

fishermen wanted submarine pound-nets banned, a closed season on lake 

trout and whitefish during their spawning seasons, and that the dumping 
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of ash, oil, cinders or othE~r deleterious substances into the waters of 

Lake Superior be prohibited. Regarding the anti-pollution proposal, the 

rishel'men also sought uniformity among the Great Lake states and 

coordination with the Federal government. The fishermen were easy on 

themselves regarding commercial fishing licenses f proposing that such 

licenses cost only a dollar and apply to men older than eighteen years. 

The conservation department accepted these proposals from the fishermen 

and incorporated them nearly verbatim in the bil' before the Wisconsin 

I . I 82 egis ature. 

In July of 1931 an issue of the Bayfield County Press announced the 

passage of the commercial fisheries bill practically as proposed by the 

Apostle Island fishermen tile previous January. Another article in the 

same paper mentioned an attempt in 1931 to regulate Wisconsin fish and 

game regulations via a standing commission. The article pointed out that 

the average legislative session in Madison dealt with hundreds of bills 

relating to fish and game. The 1929 legislature, for example, analyzed 

225 biJis affecting fish and game, about one-seventh of the bills 

introduced in that session. The establishment of such a commission would 

be both time and money efficient, eliminating piecemeal regulation by 

lawmakers who were, for the most part, unfamiliar with fishery problems. 

The author argued that Wisconsin already had an I ndustrial Commission 

that functioned very well; and that a similar conservation commission 

could II ma ke rules and regulations relating to fish and game, setting up a 

certain standard for them to follow which would conserve our fish and 

game supply and insure our citizens continued opportunity for fishing, 

hunting and trapping. /I All such rulings would be subject to the 

approval of the governor and subject to review by the courts with 

authority to set them aside. 83 

This commission would also be required to respond to popular 

petition, and through hearings, could correct abuses and adjust 

complaints. The law, as drawn up, was imitative of other states l 

practice, and a major part of its intent was to bring consistency and 

con tinuity to fishing regulations among the states. The Wisconsin 

Conservation Commission was eventually given such powers during the 
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1930's to issue day-to-day or season-to-season regulations regarding 

fishing. Nevertheless, as the years passed, fishermen continued to make 

new pr'oposals for further legislation. 84 

Emory Jones of Cornucopia, in a recent interview, gave a glimpse 

into the methods used in those days to regulate fishing on Lake Superior. 

Without remembering the exact time-frame, he related how his fellow 

fishermen entrusted him with positions of honor, representing them before 

state legislators. It was either the late 1930's or early 1940's (the 

Bayfield paper shows that Jones was an association officer during that 

interval), when Emory Jones went to a meeting in Madison at the start of 

a legislative session. He was to confer with members of the state Fishery 

Commission and expected a host of other fishermen to be there conferring 

with the bureaucrats. To his surprise, he alone, Emory Jones, was the 

sole advisor to the group. Jones could remember one man in particular, 

whom he could not identify by name, but was, in Jones' words, "a lawyer 

who headed the biggest law firm in Madison. II This man told Emory: 

IIYou've been fishing for a long time, so you ought to know what should 

be done. Just tell us what you want. 11 

In summary, Jones told the Madison lawyer that the mesh of the 

various nets was the major item to regulate, as mesh-size determined 

fish-size. Jones told the lawyer that net-width did not matter so much, 

since, wide or narrow, a fisherman could reel in only so many linear feet 

of netting per day. And the unwieldiness of a wider net worked against 

itself, since then the fisherman could not lower as many linear feet in a 

day's time. The same limitation of man-hours-per-day restricted any 

fisherman in the number of linear feet of netting he could manage. 

Similarly, the very size of a manls boat controlled the number of boxes of 

nets he could hold. There might be enough space for the clean nets, but 

if the catch was heavy, he might not be able to reel in all of the netting 

with its heavy burdens. Frequently during the short herring season, 

this problem became a reality: a fisherman might not be able to wal k 

around the interior of his boat, since the space was taken up by nets 

filled with fish. And then he would have the additional logistical problem 

when he reached port, of having his family or hired help pick the laden 
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nets of their burdens before the fish would spoil. So Jones gave the 

appropriate net mesh numbers to the commission members, and the 

resultant legislation followed his ideas almost exactly. 85 

Both the Hokensons and other commercial fishermen of the Apostle 

Islands region spoke of the close cooperation between themselves and 

state officials during the 1930 l s and 1940's in the gathering of spawn 

during October and November of each year. Trout and whitefish were 

protected by a closed season from late September to mid-November. The 

state utilized a system of special permits to catch specimens of spawning 

fish during the closed season. 

The volunteer fishermen who took spawn had to make several 

preliminary net-lifts to discover the day when the whitefish and trout 

were ready for spawning. All of the fish caught in the early lifts had to 

be returned to the lake, if they were still alive. Gill nets usually killed 

the fish I and these would be kept. So most of the spawning samples 

were taken with shorter I,engths of gill net so as not to deplete the stock 

during the spawning season. Finally, when the fish were mature for 

spawning, the fishermen "milked ll the females for ova and the males for 

milt. Ova and milt wel~e mixed together in a container. Hatchery 

personnel supervised mixing procedures I but after years of practice, most 

commercial fishermen of the area knew the practices as well as a trained 

hatchery man. The fishE~rmen were allowed to keep the fish which had 

provided offspring, since these mature creatures had surrendered the 

product for which they had been taken. One year, 1938, a newspaper 

article told how Evar Bodine caught 1200 pounds of fish under special 
't 86 perml . 

G. The 1940's and Early 1950's: 

The 194015 were indeed the halcyon days for the Apostle Islands 

fishery. Whitefish averaged 206 tons per annum in the Wisconsin waters 

of Lake Superior I more than double the annual average for the entire 

twentieth century up to that time. Lake trout had a similar record: 291 
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tons per annum, 44% higher than the typical year. Lake herring were 

the biggest bonanza of all: The average annual tonnage for Wisconsinites 

of Lake Superior was 2727. That figure was also nearly double the 

average yield of the small fish during a typical twentieth century 
87 season. 

Part of the explanation for the extraordinary fish yield was the spur 

of patriotism during the war years. Younger fishermen could be 

exempted from the draft for working in a crucial food-producing 

industry. The profit incentive was not wanting either f since increased 

demand has always encouraged higher prices. Already for the 1941 

herring run, Booth Fisheries had revived an older attempt to can the 

small fish. Salted herring were sealed in six-pound tin cans rather than 

the traditional small wooden pails. Of course this was only a small 

portion of the total yield. But it demonstrated the diversification and 

modernization of methods on the Bayfield Peninsula. 88 

The 1942 herring run saw three companies functioning at Bayfield: 

Booth Fisheries, Silver Moon Foods (the successor to H.W. Elmore's 

Bayfield Fish Company), and the Hadland Fish Company. Hadlands added 

new machines that would scale, behead and fillet the herring. The 

efficiency of these machines hinged upon the dexterity of the operators 

who had to learn the art of speedily feeding fish into them. Despite 

these new methods, storms interfered toward the end of the season, and 

herring production in Wisconsin waters of Lake Superior declined by 

nineteen percent for 1942 from the previous boom year of 1941. 89 

The 1940 l s saw Bayfielders utilizing still other modernized equipment 

for fish processing. Joe Le Bel of Bayfield came up with a conveyor belt 

system that would transport herring aboard the fishing boats to fish 

boxes on the docks. Unfortunately Le Bells device still required hand 

laborers who worked at tables beside the conveyor belt, picking the 

herring from the mesh of the gill nets. In 1947 Le Bel added another 

!I end/ess be/til that carried the small fish at the correct angle for an 

operator to feed it into a beheading machine and a device that removed 

the intestines. Another mechanism split the herring longitudinally along 
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the back bone and could process five tons of fish per day. In 1949 Le 

Bel moved the machine inside to the warm interior of his boat factory and 

boasted that seven operators could dress a hundred fish in a minute with 
't 90 , . 

A 1946 Bayfield Press article provided a thumbnail sketch of the 

history of the Apostle Islands fishery. Most of the information has been 

incorporated in this narrative, but the changes in the several Bayfield 

fish companies gave an indication that economic prosperity was not 

guaranteed in the profession. Booth Fisheries Corporation was the oldest 

and longest survivor in 1946, having then been in business for 65 years. 

The S. L. Boutin Company and the Bayfield Fish Company had been 

succeeded by the Hadlands and the La Pointe Fisheries respectively. The 

newest company was Otto L. Kuehn's. These companies frequently 

suffered the fate of their client fishermen who used the companies to get 

credit for nets, boats and other equipment. All of them, both capitalists 

and lone fisherman alike,. had difficulty getting insurance that would 

protect them from marine disaster, storms r or other unforeseen events. 

Most professionals who followed the fishing enterprise agreed that the 

fishery was a good hedge against recession or depression. And it had a 

few subsidiary industries such as box factories, cooperage businesses, 

dry docks, boat body shops I machine shops, a frozen locker plant, a 

float and lead factory I and bulk storage gas and oil companies. 

Additionally, the herring season gave a thousand people seasonal work; 

250 men were employed the year around with the fishery; and there were 

between 75 and a hundred fishing vessels employed around the Apostle 

Islands region. All in all, during 1946, the local fishery generated as 

much as a half million dollars in annual revenue. 91 

The Hokenson brothers, of course, shared in this general prosperity 

of the fishery in the 1940l s and early 19501s. Besides the retrospective 

recollections of Roy and Eskel about this period of their lives, we have 

one contemporaneous document that fills in some details about the thriving 

state of their occupation. It is from an article in the October 1953 issue 

of the Wisconsin REA News. Because of the specificity of many of its 

factual notations I it is worthy of quoting in toto: 
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IISCRAPBOOK OF A FISHERMAN'S WIFE 

MRS. HOKENSON 

SUPERIOR 

ALBUM RECORDS FISHING LJ FE ON LAKE 

A family scrapbook is, of course, a record of a family's work 

and play. Mrs. Leo Hokenson's photo albums, in addition to 

chronicling the high-chair to high-school progress of daughter 

Elaine and son Robert, tell the story of an occupation which is 

unusual to 99 percent of state electric co-op members. 

For the Hokensons, who live on Rt. 1, Bayfield, are fishermen, 

and have been for the past 27 years. Itls a family operation, 

with brothers Leo, Roy and Eskel. Leols son Robert and 

Eskel's son Gary f all pitching in. The Hokensons use pond 

[sic] nets to catch the Lake Superior whitefish and trout off 

Sand Bay. 

HPond nets are twine traps which corral the fish and hold them, 

alive and undamaged, until the men raise the nets ," explained 

Mrs. Hokenson. IIWe like them better than gill nets because the 

fish tend to fight these and frequently end up in bad shape. II 

Fishing season starts for the Hokensons as soon as the ice 

leaves Lake Superior. The nets, which have been tarred so 

they won't rot, hang from poles set in about 40 feet of water. 

Twelve nets are being used by the Hokensons this year. A 

pile driver built on a raft sets the poles each spring. They 

are removed in the fall by a winch and stored on the beach for 

further use. 

"The poles have to be made of peeled hardwood, and it is 

getting mighty hard to find trees which are thin at the bottom 

but still tall enough to be used," remarked Mrs. Hokenson. 
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Fishing is done with two boats, the large, diesel-powered 

IlTwilite," and a smaller boat which the men tow behind the 

"Twi/ite" ... The small craft is used when the fishermen go out 

over the pond nets to I ift them. 

As soon as the fish are brought to shore, they get packed in 

ice for a quick trip to nearby Cornucopia. From there they are 

shipped by truck to Ashland, and then on to a dozen-and-one 

markets in the Midwest. 

In the past, the Hokensons have fished for herring, but, 

because the season runs through November and December, the 

job is considerably more dangerous than summer fishing. The 

boats ice over, and severe storms have a way of blowing up 

suddenly. 

IlSometimes when thE~ men were fishing herring, they didn't 

know whether or not they would get back to shore,li Mrs. 

Hokenson said. 

Countless factors make up the difference between a good and 

bad fishing year. Back in 1944 the fish came in so fast that 

thousands of dollars worth were taken out of Sand Bay in two 

weeks time. For the last few years, however, fishing has been 

poor. Mrs. Hokenson gives several reasons for this. 

Violent thunderstorms of the past two seasons have tended to 

keep the fish away from the shore and the nets. Last year, a 

steady wind brought the sewage from Duluth's St. Louis river 

straight into the Sand Bay area. Floods in the Bayfield 

vicinity this season clouded the shore water with red silt. 

Mr. and Mrs. Hokenson have seen bad years come and go. 

Next season may bring ideal conditions and a heavy run of 

fish. I n the meanwhile, they are counting their blessings, 

which include a new home with electricity near Sand Bay. The 
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Hokensons have been members of the Bayfield Electric co-op for 

the last six years and Leo is on the board of directors. 11
92 

The article was accompanied by six photos, depicting various facets 

of the fisherman's trade, including a picture of the three Hokenson 

brothers on their dock, a shot of Eskel's son Gary in a makeshift boat, a 

picture of ice cutting on the lake, a shot of ice-loading into the ice 

house, a photo depicting the lifting of a pound net, and a shot showing 

Jeanette Hokenson (Leo's wife) with her granddaughter Nancy in the new 

home financed by the fishery. 

H. The Mid-SOls and the Decline of the Fishery. 

Despite the thriving condition of the Lake Superior fisheries during 

the 1940 15, there were ominous signs that became visible already during 

the previous decade. Fishermen in the other Great Lakes noted the 

presence of the sea lamprey (petromyzon marinus) during the early 1930 ls 

and the first recorded instance of the lamprey in Lake Superior was 

1946. 93 A speculative guess theorized that the sea lamprey migrated 

through the lakes either by attaching themselves to the hulls of upbound 

ships or by swimming. The fishermen would either find the parasites 

attached to the bodies of whitefish and lake trout when the money fish 

were netted, or find scar-tags where the predators had been attached. 

The nature of the lamprey infestation was such that the parasite 

population tended to multiply at such a rate that it would eventually 

destroy totally the species of fish it attacked. Catches of lake trout and 

whitefish nosedived dramatically in all of the Great Lakes where the 

lamprey spread. Lake Ontario's production declined steadily during the 

1930's. Lakes Michigan and Huron were decimated during the 1940's. 

Lake Erie had lost its lake trout population in the nineteenth century, 

but it had a dramatic drop in whitefish production in the mid-1950's, as 

did Lake Superior. 94 

The gathering gloom among fishermen galvanized them and political 

agencies into action when the extinction of commercial fishing on the 

Great Lakes became a real possibility during the 1950's. At first the 
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cooperation between Americans and Canadians was informal, such as in 

the formation of the Great Lakes Sea Lamprey Committee in 1946. This 

latter organization merged with the Great Lakes Lake Trout Committee to 

form the Great Lakes Lake Trout and Sea Lamprey Committee in 1952. 

The following year this or9anization changed its name to the Great Lakes 

Fishery Committee. In 1'953 the Canadians set up the Great Lakes 

Federal-Provincial Fisheries Research Committee. But the real culmination 

of all this worry and concern was the establishment of the international 

Great Lakes Fishery Commission in 1953. This organization was well 

funded to do effectual research and to implement procedures found 

necessary by research. 

Experiments for lamprey control ranged over a wide variety of 

methods, including mechanical traps, electric barriers and chemical 

additives to spawning streams draining into the various lakes. In 

studying the life-cycle of the lamprey, scientists narrowed down the 

number of streams feeding into Lake Superior that were suitable for 

lamprey reproduction. This reduced the number of suspected tributaries 

from 1293 to 267. 97 of these streams received intensive concentration 

from electric barriers. Some of these barriers were operated for as much 

as eight years, from 1953 to 1960. But the most effective 

countermeasures were discovered to be in the chemical realm. During the 

1950 l s more than six thousand different chemicals were tested against the 

lamprey larvae. Out of this group, ten chemical compounds with selective 

toxicity were found to b'e effective antidotes for the larvae. The final 

choice, and most effective agent, was found to be 

3-trifluoromethyl-4-nitrophenol (TFM). Even after discovering the 

effectiveness of this compound I biochemists had to determine by bioassay 

the minimum concentration necessary to kill all lamprey larvae and the 

maximum concentration that could be used without causing significant 

mortalities of other fish. Because of its commercial value, the lake trout 

was used as the test-fish together with the lamprey larvae. Eventually, 

in 1958, the scientists came up with successful formulae. Because of 

variations in stream al kalinity or acidity I the proper ratio of 

TFM-to-water differed from stream to stream. Occasionally there was a 

mishap and valuable fish were killed. But by 1961, after tests in certain 
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select streams, the lamprey was found to be virtually extinct. Across the 

board, scientists believed they had eliminated about 86% of the spawning 

lampreys by 1962. Lampricide was used in 116 of 119 Lake Superior 

tributaries known to contain sea lampreys. When the program was found 

to be so successful, scientists concluded that fewer and fewer treatments 

of streams would be necessary; yet a few select streams were kept under 

active treatment indefinitely. The beauty of the technique was that it 

could be revived at a moment1s notice when lamprey abundance was 

deemed a threat to the fishery. 

When the sharp drop in sea lamprey numbers became apparent in the 

spring of 1962, state officials in Michigan and Wisconsin closed down 

commercial lake trout fishing in mid-1962 except for fishing by permit to 

obtain the number of fish needed for biological and statistical data. 

Tabulation of data in Lake Superior between 1963 and 1970 reveals that 

lake trout population had almost completely recovered by the latter date. 

Despite this, state officials still restrict catches of lake trout in Wisconsin 

waters. This writer noted when accompanying a pound net fisherman in 

the summer of 1978 that the fisherman was obliged to tag each and every 

trout with a state-supplied metal label until the tags were used up. Then 

his quota was exhausted and he was no longer authorized to take lake 

trout for the rest of the season. The available published statistics for 

the years 1963 to 1971 reflect this tight control by showing that 

commercial fishermen in Wisconsin waters took only an average of 22 tons 

of lake trout, when the average for most of the twentieth century had 

been 198 tons; and one interval, 1936 to 1956 r averaged 269 tons per 
95 annum. 

Lake whitefish catches did not improve as rapidly as for trout 

during the same interval, but the removal of the sea lamprey as a threat 

did permit whitefish recovery. Since controls were not as stringent on 

whitefish catches, the yield for them was greater than lake trout for the 

most recent years that we have statistics available. Thus, from 1961 to 

1969 Wisconsin Lake Superior fishermen averaged 37 tons of whitefish per 

annum, as compared with 84 tons per annum in the twentieth century f 
96 and 166 tons per annum from 1936 to 1956. 
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Another puzzling change in the Lake Superior ecosystem was a 

decline in the lake herring population at the same time that the lamprey 

made its inroads during the 19501s. Commercial fishermen simply noted 

the correlation between the rapid mulitiplication of the rainbow smelt 

(Osmerus mordax) population and the decline of herring, and concluded 

to a cause-and-effect relationship. Scientists have learned that the 

connection is a bit more sophisticated than smelt eating smaller or ovular 

herring. Van Oosten did a study of the dispersal of smelt through the 

Great Lakes in 1936, and at that time it was by no means patently clear 

that the smelt was a threat to the life cycle of any other fish. 97 Yet Van 

Oosten was suspicious of tinkering with the natural environment in any 

body of water. I n another article during 1937 , he wrote: 

liThe last item that I wish to mention briefly is the introduction 

of exotic forms. Such introduction can upset and complicate 

the best planned management program. We are at present 

undergoing a bitter experience with the introduced smelt in the 

Great Lakes and the time has arrived when some definite 

decision must be made concerning this species. Shall we 

attempt to exterminate it and bring forth curses on our heads 

from the sporting populace, or shall we protect the species, 

permit the introduction of small meshed gill nets to take the 

adults and threaten the existence of the larger and more 

valuable native species by wiping out their young? I believe it 

would be good policy never to introduce into the Great Lakes 

an exotic form but rather to cultivate the highly prized native 

species of which there is no dearth of variety. 11
98 

Von 00sten1s warning went unheeded and the rainbow smelt 

multiplied beyond belief. Only on Lake Michigan did the commercial 

fishermen take an early interest in catching smelt. They started 

harvesting the sharp-jawed small fish in volume starting with the 1934 

season. For this reason Lake Michigan smelt never multiplied to the 

extent of the other lakes. 
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Elsewhere commercial fishermen had mostly contempt for the smelt 

which they considered a "rough" fish, fit only for fertilizer or animal 

food. But during the 1950 l s the rest of the Great Lakes fishermen 

entered the fray when the abundance of smelt became so obvious as they 

intruded into other types of netting. 

Lake Superior fishers first actively pursued smelt in 1952. The crop 

expanded year after year until 1964 when more than a thousand tons were 

taken from the lake. About half of this amount was caught in Minnesota 

waters. Since then, it is difficult to guess accurately how great smelt 

production is on Lake Superior, since sport fishermen may be taking 

greater numbers of smelt than the professionals. The reason for this 

boomtown type craze is that smelt have a short but hectic spawning 

season in the spring, between April 15th and May 15th, when they swarm 

along the beaches { practically swamping boats and breaking dip nets and 

minnow seines. So rabid have the Minnesota amateur "smelters ll become, 

that the city of Duluth has major crowd control problems during the 

season. One Minnesota DNR official estimated that the 1977 smelt run 

attracted between 25,000 to 30,000 fishermen, who took in 250 tons of fish 

d . k ' I 99 urmg a two wee Interva. 

Commercial smelt fishermen expanded into the business when they 

discovered that consumers were acquiring a taste for the fish; and in one 

place a devotee stated that the taste compared favorably with that of 

brook trout. 100 There were also a number of mink farmers along the 

Minnesota North Shore who provided a ready market for farge volumes of 

this available fish. In time, the price of smelt became competitive with 

and even exceeded herring prices. 

A few professionals went after smelt with pound nets. One 

Minnesota fisherman I Milford Johnson f told how he stumbled into smelt 

fishing when his gill nets became fouled with the little intruders during 

his quest for herring in the late 1950's. Smelt were so abundant that 

there were more of them in his nets than the sought after herring. He 

soon recognized that the process of picking the nets free of smelt was so 

time consuming as to render the amount of profit nugatory. 
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The best means of maximizing catch-efficiency for smelt was for him 

to convert to pound nets. A friend taught him how to construct the 

pounds; but he had to move to Wisconsin waters where there was a 

shallow, soft bottom amenable to pound net poles. Once Johnson got into 

the business I he saw how profitable it could be. A single pound could 

produce as much as 25 to 30 tons of smelt per day. The only problem 

was that he could not empty the pounds fast enough. During the twenty 

day season he was unable to service all of his dozen pounds every day. 

The mere chore of transfering the fish from the pound to his fishing boat 

became a herculean labor. 

At first Johnson used an industrial track with roller wheels for 

sliding 25 pound boxes of fish from pound boat to trawler. Scooping was 

done with dip nets that were inadequate to handle such large volumes of 

smelt. I n time, other smelt fishermen designed a 36 inch power scoop for 

emptying the pounds. This process cut time consumption to a minimum. 

The scoop could transfer 15 tons of smelt in four to five hours. 

On occasion, the trawler would not finish emptying a single pound, 

before the ship, filled with smelt, had to return to port. Then a second 

trip to the same pound became necessary. Even at three cents a pound, 

the fisherman could turn a $900 profit from a single dayls trip. 

Regrettably, the smelt run was so short lived that it constituted only a 

seasonal occupation. Even though a few smelt could be caught the year 

around, the payoff was mostly concentrated during the spawning season, 

so as to render pursuit at other seasons unprofitable. 101 

As has been said, this coincidental increase in smelt and decrease in 

lake herring continued to puzzle scientists. A 1937 study of smelt in 

Green Bay, Lake Michigan, by Edward Schneberger, tended to show that 

smelt were not a threat to lake trout, as no trout fry were found in smelt 

stomachs. On the contrary, there was evidence to show that the trout 

preyed on smelt. In fact, more recently I Apostle Islands fishermen say 

that the taste of trout has deteriorated from the time that trout 

commenced feeding more on smelt than on herring .102 
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A 1969 study by Burbidge summarized findings by scientists up to 

that time concerning smelt. His colleagues had concluded as early as 1929 

that smelt were: ... "an enemy of all smaller fishes, including the young 

of the commercial species, as well as a competitor for the food of the 

adults of the larger species. 11
103 Another researcher found I in 1930 that 

smelt consumed, in addition to zooplankton, many of their own young. A 

variety of studies, ranging from 1936 to 1965, indicated that smelt seldom 

ate fish, but fed primarily on zooplankton and bottom fauna .104 Thus 

the tendency of the evidence over the years leaned in the direction of 

indicating that the relationship between lake herring and smelt was one of 

competition for the same type of food, rather than direct predation of one 

upon the other. 

A 1971 study on lake herring in western Lake Superior tended to 

confirm the above conclusions. In this study, Anderson and Smith 

concluded that the cause of herring abundance-decline was not due to 

overfishing nor predation on adult herring by other species, but rather 

the competition for food in the larval stage of herring development and 

the over-selectivity of herring larvae for one type of zooplankton, to wit, 
105 copepods. 

Other studies on the herring versus smelt controversy showed that 

the problem was even more complex and sophisticated, depending upon 

the relative strength of each species in a certain locale, and the 

abundance of zooplankton for each species to feed upon; A 1974 

comparative study between the Apostle I slands region and the Black Bay 

region (Ontario, Canada) reached the following conclusions: 

liThe stock of lake herring (Coregonus Artedii) in the Apostle 

I slands (Wisconsin) region of western Lake Superior has 

diminished severely during the past 30 yr I and predation by 

rainbow smelt (Osmerus mordax) on herring larvae has been 

considered a possible cause of this decline. I n contrast, the 

herring stock in Black Bay, (60 km to the northeast), has 

remained nearly stable despite the presence of large numbers of 

smelt and high commercial production of herring. Predator-
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prey interactions were studied in both areas during 1974. 

Herring larvae and smelt were about 120 and 3 times as dense, 

respectively, in Black Bay as in the Apostle I slands region, 

Substantial predation by smelt on young herring was evident in 

Black Bay, where 17% of 1196 smelt stomachs examined contained 

herring larvae, From calculations of the relative densities of 

the two species f and of the daily ration of the predators, we 

estimated that smelt consumed 3.3-11% of the herring larvae. 

Nevertheless, the herring stocks have sustained average 

historical levels of commercial production. In contrast, no 

herring 

collected 

larvae were found in the stomachs of 1711 smelt 

in the Apostle Islands region. We conclude that 

predation by smelt on herring larvae is not the major factor 

t II ' . h . t k' 'th . 11 106 con ro Ing or suppressing erring s oc 5 In el· er regIOn. 

Therefore, even though smelt in Black Bay preyed on herring larvae 

to a considerable extent, this phenomenon was more a function of relative 

herring abundance than any smelt propensity to dominate herring. Thus, 

even in Black Bay, smelt were not reducing herring abundance. It is 

also true, however, that herring outnumbered smelt by a ratio of about 

forty to one in Black Bay. 107 Having said all this, it still holds true 

that the best general explanation for the supplantation of herring by 

smelt is caused by means of the rivalry of the two species for the same 

food supply, zooplan kton. Doubtlessly, selective overfishing of herring 

enabled smelt to get the edge in certain areaSj and, by the same token, 

future uncontrolled fishing for smelt could help to tip the balance in the 

other direction in favor of lake herring. In either case, the history of 

the rivalry between smelt and herring demonstrates the wisdom of Van 

Oosten's 1937 observation that it was dangerous to tamper with the 

ecosystems of any of the Great Lakes by introducing exotic forms. 

I. The Retirement of the Hokenson Brothers 

Needless to say I the decline of the fishery during the 1950 l s had a 

profound effect on the lives of the Hokenson brothers. With the other 
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Wisconsin commercial fishermen on Lake Superior, they fi rst took note of 

the rapid decline in whitefish production. 1949 had produced one last 

bonanza year in whitefish yield, when Wisconsin fishermen had the best 

yield on record, 767,000 pounds. The following year was not a bad one, 

but production declined by 32%. Then, in 1951, the inroads of the 

lamprey became ever more apparent. The yield was 183,000 pounds, 

being only 24% of the peak production two years earlier. The whitefish 

rebounded briefly in 1955 and 1956 when catches exceeded half a million 

pounds each year in Wisconsin waters. In 1957 the yield fell to nearly 

half the previous years' total, and in 1958 the Wisconsinites took only 

88,000 pounds of whitefish. lOS 

The destruction of the Lake Superior Jake trout was more sudden. 

For twelve years, from 1945 tilt 1956, lake trout production was nearly 

level on Lake Superior Wisconsin waters, averaging about 518,750 pounds 

per annum. Then, in 1957, lake trout yield dove precipitously to 287,000 

pounds. To this day lake trout production has not wholly recovered from 

the predation of the sea lamprey, even though catches have been 

somewhat restricted by bureaucratic controls after the defeat of the 

lamprey. The best year since the lamprey, for example, was 1977 when 

,000 pounds of lake trout were caught in the Wisconsin waters of Lake 

Superior. 109 

The near disappearance of these two money fish from Lake Superior 

played a large role in driving the Hokenson brothers into retirement. As 

we have seen, the brothers had drawn back in their participation in the 

hectic fall herring season. Their advancing years and the hazzards of 

foul weather late in the year, first compelled them to withdraw from the 

competition for herring. As fortune would have it, herring production 

also began a gradual decline during the mid-1950 's. 

The brothers were rather philosophical about the decline of the 

fishery f but a more difficult blow for them to sustain was the sudden and 

unexpected death of one of thei r number I Leo Hokenson, on November 19, 

1957. Although Leo was 61 years of age at the time of his passing, he 

was a relatively young and vigorous man at the time of his death f and 
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one can detect the closeness of the three brotherly comrades when one 

hears the two survivors speak of his departure. His illness came 

unexpectedly and was apparently misdiagnosed. In two days time, before 

anything effectual was done for him, Leo was gone. Both Roy and Eskel 

referred to him in the fondest terms as a most beloved brother. 11 0 

After the death of Leo, Roy and Eskel Hokenson continued to fish 

commercially for a few more years before they terminated their fishing 

endeavors. As yields of whitefish and lake trout continued to drop I the 

brothers selected their retirement moment in mid-1962 when the Great 

Lakes Fishery Commission closed down commercial fishing altogether. The 

bureaucracy was trying to allow the fish population to rebound from the 

scourge of the lamprey; but the brothers were sufficiently advanced in 

years to call it a career. Eskel was then seventy years of age and Roy 

sixty-three. The brothers had saved well for their old age and each 

owned a home close to Lake Superior, unencumbered by debt. Royls 

homestead is within the Apostle Islands National Lakeshore right at Little 

Sand Bay, and he and his wife I rene have lifetime tenure adjacent to the 

Hokenson Fishing Dock property. Eskef and his wife Florence live two 

miles away on the original Peter Hokanson homestead, enjoying a well 

ea rned reti rement. 111 

J. Recent Conditions Relating to the Apostle I slands Fishery 

The Apostle I slands fishery, as has been stated I continued its slow 

controlled revival in the years that followed the sea lamprey infestation 

and the smelt competition with herring. From 1969 to 1977/ whitefish 

production has averaged 106 tons per year in Wisconsin waters, which is 

beUer than the average annual yield for this century. Lake trout yield 

has not been as good, averaging 65 tons per annum from 1970 to 1977; 

but quotas are still imposed on that variety. Lake herring production 

continues to go down, and the real remedy for its revival has not as yet 

been di scovered or applied. The average annual yield for herring in 

Wisconsin waters of Lake Superior has been 84 tons per annum, and the 

latest available year-statistic, 1977, indicates that only 37 tons were taken 
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by Wisconsinites. If the solution to the herring problem lies in the 

removal of rainbow smelt from the lake, available statistics give no 

comfort. From 1970 to 1977 an average of 197 tons of smelt per annum 

have been taken from Lake Superior by Wisconsin commercial fishers. 

But the appeal of smelt at the market may be declining i since the figures 

for 1976 and 1977 indicate that only 105 tons and 127 tons respectively J 

were taken commercially in those years.112 Thus the relative strength of 

the various species in Lake Superior waters continues to fluctuate, as it 

has in the past; and we know that man has, and will continue to have, a 

role in changing the relative balance in the ecosystem of these fish 

species of the lake. 

A 1975 article in the Ashland Daily ress agonized over the 

mysterious decline of lake herring in Lake Superior. Bruce Swanson, a 

spokesman for the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, (the DNR) 

admitted that they did not as yet have a scientific explanation for the 

herring1s disappearance. He stated that the U. S. Fish and Wifdlife 

Service and the Great Lakes Fishery Commission were both doing 

extensive research on the subject, but had no satisfactory solution to 

date. Swanson repeated all of the old hypotheses about smelt predation 

on herring fry or larvae and the rival ry between smelt and herring for 

food; but said that these theories were inadequate. 

The only new possibility mentioned in the article was a discovery 

that some herring were afflicted with parasites and had cysts in thei r 

stomachs. If this problem was not clarified and a remedy imposed soon I 

the herring would disappear altogether. The newspaper article was 

interesting as well because it indicated that the several political entities 

near Lake Superior had drifted back into thei r old ways of imposing a 

variegated rather than a uniform control program: Ontario had poundage 

quotas on herring i Minnesota had a fixed closed season on the small fish i 

and Michigan had both quotas and a closed season. Wisconsin was 

experimenting with small closure areas, but there was very little herring 

fishing going on in that state. Yet, despite the lack of uniformity, all of 

the controls functioned in the direction of conservation. The article 

writer stated, in addition, that there really was no overfishing of 
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herring, both because it was unproductive to do so, and because the 

overhead cost for equipment and boat operation was prohibitive. 

Furthermore, if overfishing was occuring, the average age of the caught 

fish would decline; and this was not the case. DNR research showed that 

there was a normal proportion of older fish present, but that the numbers 

of all year-groups were decreasing equally.113 

Because of the declining state of the Lake Superior fishery in recent 

times, the debate over solutions has sifted out to a rival ry among interest 

groups, the principal ones being Native Americans, sport fishermen, and 

commercial fishermen. Coincidentally, a correlative discussion arose 

concerning contaminants or pollutants in the lake, because this subject 

affected all three groups, or anyone who wished to benefit from the fish 

in the lake. 

During the prosperous years of the fishery, as we have seen, the 

Native Americans I in this case Chippewa I were lost from view since they 

were never numerous and were not considered a threat for depleting the 

abundant supply of food fishes. But when the fish became scarce, 

anyone who fished Lake Superior was considered a competitor for a sparse 

and valuable commodity. As we have also seen, the Chippewa did assert, 

from time to time, their special fishing rights under the Treaty of 1854. 

Though they were often challenged in the assertion of these rights, they 

usually won when the issue went into the courts. Despite this f no really 

precise or careful delineation of Indian prerogatives was ever drawn. 

Then, in the early 1970' s during the time of fish scarcity, several court 

challenges took place. The most relevant instance to this discussion was 

Richard Gurnoe's claim to a right for Native Americans to fish within the 

one-mile limit of Lake Superior waters adjacent to the Red Cliff 

Reservation. Gurnoe won his case, on appeal, with the State Supreme 

Court; but even here, the court averred that the interest of conservation 

or fish depletion placed a limiting factor even on the Indians. 

Gurnoe and his fellow Chippewa fishermen I of course, contended that 

their operation was so small as to be no menace to the fish supply. At a 

1975 symposium held at Northland College in Ashland, Gurnoe briefly 

described the nature and extent of Red Cliff Indian fishing: 
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"We are known as skiff fishermen. We use a 12, 14 or 16 foot 

boat. What has hurt us is the cost of boats, nets, workers, 

prices. 

The I ndian fisheries is [sic] not what it is blown up to be. We 

have only two boats well enough equipped to catch all kinds of 

fish. There are 16 individual fishermen and most of them (11) 

are part-time. had to take a part-time job driving a bus to 

help meet expenses. We are using poor quality nets with a 

poor production return. We do not have depth sounders. So, 

we canlt make it fishing. It costs about $100 a day for us to 

fish. Mother Nature sure can be cruel to commercial fishermen. 

As far as us making it we canlt. Itls just too tough with small 
114 boats and poor nets. II 

The last topical discussion of the day at the Northland symposium 

dealt specifically with the Native American Treaty rights. Different 

speakers dealt with the legal background, the historic cases and law, and 

the position of the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources. The 

consensus of the discussants was that the I ndians were also bound by the 

conservation features of laws regulating the fisheries I but that state 

agencies had not made their case to demonstrate that the Native 

Americans had indeed substantially depleted fish supplies. Surprisingly I 

the majority admitted that the Chippewa legal position was stronger than 

anyone elsels, in that the Indians could assert a bona fide legal right to 

fish, while the others were only pleading for a "privilege". John Wiley I 

Director of the Wisconsin Judicature, asserted that, "based on a recent 

federal court decision, they would have to eliminate sports fishing, then 

non-I ndian commercial fishing, before eliminating Indian fishing. 11
115 

In 

another forum, interrogating Eskel Hokenson on this question, at his 

home, the present writer learned that many commercial fishermen felt 

indebted to the Chippewa for asserting their fishing rights. For f as 

Eskel Hokenson said, if the I ndians had not made an effort to defend 

their right to fish, no one would have been able to inspi re an effort to 

revive the fishery through better management and regulation f restocking f 

and scientific research. 116 
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The rivalry between sport fishermen and commercial fishermen in 

recent years has probably been more intense and bitter than any 

competition between Indians and whites over fishing rights. Probably 

because of the near-demise of the commercial fishery I sport fishermen 

claimed a certain ascendancy in the field. They could claim I after all, 

with a certain amount of persuasiveness, that overfishing was the cause 

of the present problemi and, since commercial fishermen had brought 

these things upon themselves I the fish that were left should be reserved 

for the true sportsmen, who only pursued the finny creatures for the 

adventure, rather than for the extinction of the fishery. Despite the 

simplistic nature of this contention, articles appeared in northern 

Wisconsin newspapers relating the story of the competition between sport 

and commercial fishermen. The Ashland Daily Press used an Associated 

Press release out of Washington in late 1977 to summarize the conclusions 

of a General Accounting Office report on this subject. The report 

painted a gloomy picture of fishery prospects, mentioning that the 

commercial fishing industry on the Great Lakes had declined by 83 

percent since 1930, in so far as the lakes once had 5,284 full-time and 

1,617 part-time commercial fishermen; but now had only 137 full-time and 

1,043 part-time fishermen. The report stated further: IIAII eight Great 

Lakes states favor recreational fishing over commercial fishing and have 

established regulations restricting or prohibiting the commercial catch of 

certain high-value species desired by recreational fishermen. 1/
117 

The GAO report explained that it was the planting of exotic species 

such as coho and chinook salmon during the late 1930's that drew 

recreational fishermen in such numbers to the Great Lakes, and made 

them, in time, a lobbying force of considerable influence. The report 

also developed the theme of contaminants in the lakes. Residual deposits 

of certain pesticides were discovered in the fatty tissue of several food 

fishes; and adverse media pUblicity tended to tarnish the image of the 

once wholesome fishery products. Naturally I this summation of the 

fishery's ills included mention of overfishing, the depradations of the sea 

lamprey, and the difficulties of hatchery replacement of fish stocks. In 

the latter problem, hatchery people were compelled to confess that 

artificial reproduction of food fish was not as efficient as natural 

113 



reproduction, since the hatchery varieties were protected from predation 

in a sheltered environment and often were unable to fend for themselves 

among the hazzards of the Great Lakes environment. It took several 

generations of acclimitization for the hatchery-bred fish to develop their 

natural defenses against predators. 118 

The Bayfield newspaper, of course, expressed more concern for the 

welfare of the commercial fishery than did other regional papers. One or 

the other article in its pages argued in favor of the professionals over 

the sportsmen since the former were providing a necessity of life, while 

the others merely fished for their own amusement and recreation. 119 The 

Bayfield County Press therefore lobbied against any state legislation that 

seemed inimical to the interests of commercial fishermen. I nearly 1976, 

for example, the editor railed against Senate Bill 694, which he 

characterized as a veiled attempt to outlaw the use of gill-nets, which 

presently produced about 69% of commercial fish value. The general 

outline of the bill would empower the Department of Natural Resources to 

allow fish harvesting only by contracts to be administered by a new 

body, the Great Lakes Fishery Council. One feature of the bill would 

ban gill-nets above sixty fathoms. The editor noted that most fish were 

caught in less than fifty fathoms of water and that the proposed license 

fees would be exorbitant. The article noted that the Northwest Wisconsin 

Sportsmen's Federation sponsored the bill. The editor was willing to 

concede that some form of IIlimited entry II to fishing grounds was 

necessary for conservation purposes, and that presently only twenty 

commercial fishermen were licensed in the Bayfield area, thus already 

preventing further overfishing. 120 

Generally Bayfield fishermen objected only to legislation that was 

unreasonable or overly restrictive. I n February of 1976 the Lake 

Superior section of the Great Lakes Fishery Advisory Council met in 

Bayfield to discuss the various issues of concern to commercial fishermen. 

Basically the group favored the continuance of the fish refuge around 

Gull I sland and quarreled only with the size of the refuge. The 

fishermen were exercised though, that sport fishermen from Michigan 

waters were invading the Gull Island refuge in trolling boats, thus 
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depleting the stock of lake trout. The meeting's agenda ranged over the 

entire field from mesh of herring gill-nets, to poundage quotas on 

siscowets, linear footage limits on gill-nets, the regulations for marking 

net-buoys, and whether quota controls on lake trout and whitefish should 

be exercised through /ogging-by-weight or tagging individual fish. The 

Bayfield members of the council for 1976 were Jack Erickson of Bayfield, 

Richard Gurnoe of Red Cliff I Wilfred Peterson of Bayfield, and Roy Maday 

of Bad River. Ron Poff was present at the meeting, representing the 

Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources. 121 

One issue the Bayfielders did not discuss was the problem of 

contaminants in Lake Superior. Granted that the Apostle I slands region 

was not immediately affected by pollutants, the effects of media publicity 

tended to frighten fish consumers even on the Bayfield Peninsula. 

Scientific studies as recently as 1973 continued to defend Lake Superior 

as one of the cleanest bodies of water in the world, A Great Lakes 

Fishery Commission Technical Report went so far as to maintain that 

II Lake Superior is generally regarded as being in a pristine state not far 

removed from the composition of rain waterlJ ,122 

Yet it was a well know fact for 

Minnesota's North Shore were dumping 

years that industries along 

taconite tal lings into Lake 

Superior. There were also Canadian industries disposing of wastes into 

Thunder Bay. During 1977 various cities along the Lake Superior littoral 

reacted to a Federal Drug Administration proposal to lower the minimum 

standard levels of po/ychlorinated biphenyls (PCBls) in food fish from the 

Great Lakes. A Superior, Wisconsin newspaper explained that 

IIPCB's are present in the natural environment, entering surface 

waters from the atmosphere and other sources. But they also 

have been used in a number of industrial processes including 

the manufacture of carbonless duplicating paper 1 marine paints, 

heat transfer fluids, transformer fluids and sealants. Municipal 

wastes also contain PCB's from industrial and domestic 

sources. II 
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PCB's are not, for the most part, biodegradable. Hence there has been 

some danger attached to the methods for safe disposal of PCB's. 

Recently researchers discovered a secure and economical means for 
.. . P B' 123 I ncmeratmg C s. 

The FDA proposal regarding PCB's was to lower the standard from 

five parts per million (ppm) to two ppm. Several state agencies from 

Wisconsin reacted violently to the proposal, pointing out that such a low 

requirement would effectually destroy commercial fishing in Wisconsin by 

affecting 75% (by weight) of the state catch. Specifically f on Lake 

Superior, it would have removed large trout and siscowet from the list of 

edible fish, and severely impaired the marketability of all other lake 

trout, whitefish f chubs, smelt and suckers. Anthony Earl, Wisconsin's 

Department of Natural Resources Secretary sent a strong protest to the 

FDA, citing the incompleteness of medical evidence regarding PCB's, and 

speculated that other states adjacent to the Great Lakes would voice 

similar protests against this radical lowering of standards. Even though 

the change was not adopted, the pUblicity surrounding alleged adverse 

effects from high fish consumption was sufficient to put a damper on fish 

marketability. The mere instruction to avoid the fatty tissue of fish, or 

to limit one's diet to a single fish meal per week, was enough to damage 

the industry. Secretary Earl both pointed out the deleterious economic 

effects on the State of Wisconsin, as well as mentioned the corrective 

measures the state was taking. Most particularly, Wisconsin had 

legislated controls on the proper disposal of PCB's and PCB products. 124 

PCB's were not the only pollutants in Lake Superior causing 

problems. One study undertaken by the Great Lakes Environmental 

Contaminants Survey (GLECS) discovered high levels of mercury J DDT I 

and PCB's in lake trout. GLECS was a joint venture between the 

Michigan ON R, the FDA, the Michigan Department of Public Health and 

Agriculture, and the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service. One suspicious 

finding of this particular GLECS paper was that these same contaminants 

did not lodge at high level dosages in the tissue of chubs, lake herring, 

and whitefish. The study had limited applicability I however, since it 

included only lake trout taken in the I sle Royale environs. The study 
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concluded that 75% of these trout exceeded FDA standards for mercury, 

50% exceeded the standards for DDT, and 17% exceeded the standards for 

PCB's. The researchers theorized that the source of the pollution was 

from Canadian industrial plants adjacent to Thunder Bay. 125 

When the results of the GLEeS study were announced in Duluth, 

Charles Burrows of the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources 

thought it essential to reassure Minnesotans that the health threat to 

themselves was minimal, since lake trout were not known for migratory 

habits. Thus the problem was confined to the I sle Royale region; but it 

would influence Duluth fishermen not to catch their trout near that 

island. Despite the felicitous tones used by Burrows, he did pass on the 

usual warnings that pregnant women, expecially, should avoid 

contaminated fish, that fatty fish were more likely to contain toxic 

substances, and that restricting one's diet to a weekly fish meal would 

h th . f f . ·d I . . 126 en ance e marg.n 0 sa ety agarnst acc. enta pOisoning. 

As can be seen from an analysis of the current state of the Lake 

Superior fishery, the industry is burdened by severe problems. 

Doomsayers and optimists vie with one another in predicting opposite 

views concerning the future of commercial fishing on Lake Superior and in 

the Apostle I slands region. Yet the hopeful thought survives, that man, 

who brought many of these problems upon himself through the advance of 

technology, may, through new scientific breakthroughs, conquer these 

obstacles, and revive a fishery that was once a major food supplier for 

thousands of people around the country. 
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