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INTRODUCTION 

The selection of the Hokenson Fishing Dock for interpret ive 

development was based on the fact that the story of commercial f ishing is 

one of the major interpret ive themes of the Apostle Islands National 

Lakeshore. The Development/Study Package Proposal stated the 

requirement that an historical study be made into the commercial f ishing 

operation of the area and specifically the Hokenson Brothers Fishery of 

Litt le Sand Bay. The latter portion of this requirement is principally 

covered in the Historic Data Section of the Historic Structure Report and 

in the Furnishing Study for the Hokenson Fishing Dock. These two 

studies, while relating to the extant structures at Little Sand Bay, also 

provide the factual data concerning Peter Hokanson's coming to the area, 

the sequence of land acquisition in the Hokenson family, the development 

of a f ishing operation by the three Hokenson brothers, the construction 

of the various f ishery bui ld ings, the f lourishing era of the brothers' 

operation, the death of Leo Hokenson, and the retirement of the two 

surv iv ing brothers. 

Having told the Hokenson story in the Structure Report and 

Furnishing Study, it now remains to place their adventure into the larger 

context of Lake Superior commercial f ishing and Apostle Islands 

commercial f ish ing. It may seem strange, therefore, that the Hokenson 

brothers are not f requent ly mentioned in this portion of the investigation; 

but this approach accurately reflects the fact that the Hokenson brothers 

were one family organization competing with many others with similar 

equipment. 

The Hokensons differed from other family enterprises only in the 

practice of marketing their fish by themselves or through a cooperative 

organization, while many fishermen depended on established wholesalers in 

Bayfield or Duluth to market their f i sh . Other families might just as 

easily have been singled out as subject for study, but in this case, the 

Hokenson f ishery structures and equipment survived the ravages of time; 

and the location of their endeavors on Little Sand Bay remains very much 

in the same isolated condition as when their f ishery f lourished. 
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Today there are stil l analogies between the Apostle Islands f ishery of 

1930 and 1980. Many of the f ishing units are stil l family endeavors. 

Bodin Fisheries in Bayfield inherited the position of wholesaler from some 

of the earl ier, but more numerous, companies. Some of the oldtimer 

fishermen stil l surv ive. I talked to some of these retirees: Elvis Moe, 

Herman Johnson, Ted Bainbridge, and Halvor Reiten, in Bayfield; Emory 

"Squeaky" Jones in Cornucopia; and Roy and Eskel Hokenson on Route 

One near Litt le Sand Bay. In some cases, sons, nephews or other 

relatives of these men carry on the f ishing heritage today. A few 

members of the Boutin Family, so prominent in the early days, stil l do 

some commercial f ishing on at least a part-t ime basis. "Jack" Erickson 

fishes for prof i t out of the dock at Little Sand Bay. His father before 

him was a fisherman. There are others sti l l in the trade, with names like 

Frostman, Hadland, Hokenson, Nelson, Noring, Nourse, Bodin, La Pointe, 

just to name a few. Their operation is on a smaller scale now, with each 

lake t rout being tagged and the weight of the whitefish being closely 

recorded; but the quanti ty of these two favorite f ish seems to be steadily 

increasing. 

Complementary Nature of Three Studies: Because of questions 

arising in the review cycle for these studies, it becomes necessary to 

emphasize the complementary nature of the Historic Structure Report 

(Historical Data Section), the Historic Furnishing Study and this Historic 

Resource Study. Both the st ructure report and furnishing study, for 

example, inspired factual anecdotes connected wtih some of the artifacts 

of the Hokenson f ishery, anecdotes that related in an equally relevant 

manner in the chronological history given here. It was therefore deemed 

inappropriate to repeat such information in this Historic Resource Study 

because it was felt that the battology and/or redundancy of such data 

would draw this study out to unnecessary lengths. Thus, too, in 

discussing the tools of the f ishery, and using i l lustrations from technical 

publications of the nineteenth century in the furnishing study, it was 

found that the advance of technology was adequately covered there, and 

would not need repetit ion in this portion of the coverage. This aspect of 

avoiding redundancy applies to other subject matter related to the 

Hokenson f ishery , and the reader who familiarizes himself or herself with 

the three divisions, will f ind the answers to most of his or her questions. 
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CHAPTER I: THE LAKE SUPERIOR FISHERY IN THE LATTER HALF OF 

THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

The Lake Superior f ishery has been an important resource for both 

native peoples and Europeans who explored and traded in the region from 

very early times. The stories are legion from early European visitors 

who viewed the tumbling waters of the Sault Ste. Marie and saw Chippewa 

fishermen there harvesting an abundance of Lake Superior f ish , 

part icular ly whitefish and lake t rou t . The stories about aboriginal f ishing 

bonanzas dur ing the European contact period at other places around the 

lake abound in equal numbers. But it is just as well known that the 

Indians fished mainly for themselves or used their catches as a barter 

item with the sparse white population of the fur trade era. The early 

situation did not warrant the development of an entrepreneurial system 

that would seek to make an industry out of an occupation that was 

incidental to the fur trade. 

Thus it was that the onset of heavier white settlement as well as 

mineral discoveries in the north eventually inspired ambitious men to 

th ink of the f ishery as a money-making enterprise by itself. By the 

1830's the fur trade was declining in the te r r i to ry that later became the 

states of Wisconsin and Minnesota. In that region the beaver pelt, the 

most lucrative portion of trade, was growing scarce simultaneously with 

the declining European demand for i t . 

Curiously, John Jacob Astor retired from the American Fur Company 

in 1834 just at the moment when fur trade profi ts were becoming suspect. 

Ramsay Crooks bought Astor out and sought to perpetuate the company 

habit of black-ink operation by diversi fy ing the types of saleable 

commodities the company handled. For a while he succeeded. Crooks 

designed the innovative plan to convert company personnel on the 

periphery of Lake Superior from trappers and traders into fishermen. 

This plan brought into being the f i rs t large scale commercial f ishing 

establishment set up around the largest of the Great Lakes. 
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As has been stated, the f i rs t professional commercial f ishing 

enterprise on Lake Superior grew out of the early fur trading 

organizations. John Jacob Astor's American Fur Company got a foothold 

in the Apostle Islands after the War of 1812, and by 1824 Lyman Warren 

was its factor at La Pointe. Astor himself ret ired from the organization 

in 1834 and Ramsay Crooks took over the leadership of the American Fur 

Company at that juncture. Crooks could perceive the imminent decline of 

the fu r gathering industry at that early date, and immediately decided to 

diversi fy his business by entering the commercial f ishing f ie ld. His move 

was part ial ly tact ical, for he perceived that if he tr ied to retrench the 

fu r collecting trade by letting people go, these unemployed men would 

join rival organizations destruct ive of his own. By d ivers i fy ing, he 

would keep his own people happy, content, and gainful ly employed. 

Though the fur company had a very wide-ranging geographic f ie ld, 

the f ishery established in 1835 covered Lake Superior only. Two major 

f ishing stations were set up at the western end of the lake, one at Grand 

Portage, the other on Isle Royale. Grand Portage had an average of 

about 20 working people dur ing the few years the f ishery lasted. Each 

post had one or two coopers making the shipping barrels, while the rest 

of the company engaged in handling the boats or nets. The Isle Royale 

f ishery had a larger compliment, between 25 and 35 men. The other 

large f ishery base was at La Pointe in the Apostle Islands, and it was 

also the headguarters of the Lake Superior end of the operation. La 

Pointe had between 30 and 40 working personnel. Lesser stations around 

the lake were as follows: Fond du Lac near present-day Duluth, Isle 

Encampment about 45 miles up the North Shore from the former place, 

Keweenaw Point and Grand Island on the southeastern shore, White Fish 

Point near the eastern end of the lake, Montreal River just north of the 
1 

Sault, and the Sault itself. 

Lyman Warren was the factor and inspector in charge at La Pointe, 

but he got into trouble because of fish spoilage and was replaced in 1838 

by Dr. Charles W. Borup. All of the Lake Superior catch was shipped to 

market in company vessels via the Sault and was forwarded to final 

markets by William Brewster who was stationed at Detroit. Brewster was 
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also the agent who funne l led suppl ies back to the w o r k i n g por t ions of the 

o rgan i za t i on . He sh ipped pack ing salt tor1 the f i s h , c o r n , f l ou r , cheese, 

l a r d , b l anke t s , kn i ves , t r i n k e t s , twine for ne ts , f loa ts , s i n k e r s , and 

o the r p rov is ions toward the Lake Super io r pos ts . 

The f ishermen used mainly g i l l ne ts , bu t a few seines were inc luded 

to catch whi te f i s h , t r o u t , and p i c k e r e l . The f ish were salted and 

packed in bar re ls that grossed 200 pounds each. All s tat ions combined 

c o n t r i b u t e d less than 1,000 bar re ls to the expo r t total in 1835; bu t in the 

fo l lowing year , they exceeded the 1,000-barre l sum. Despite a slow 

s t a r t , 1837 p roduced more than 2,000 bar re ls of f i s h . In 1838 the catch 

was va r i ous l y repor ted at between 3,000 and 4,000 ba r re l s . The increase 

con t inued in 1839 when somewhere between 4,000 and 5,000 bar re ls of 

sal ted f ish were s h i p p e d . When the f i sh i ng season of 1840 opened, the 

men manning the nets ind icated tha t it would be another bonanza year . 

But they were r u n n i n g counter to the nat ional t r e n d which was fa l l ing 

into a deep economic depress ion . Before the season was well unde rway , 

William Brews te r at Det ro i t no t i f ied the Lake Super io r f ishers that he 
2 

could not even market the f ish he had on hand . 

Aside f rom an instance in 1837 when great quant i t i es of f ish spoiled 

because of carelessness in p a c k i n g , the un iversa l ind icat ions had augured 

well for the success of the new i n d u s t r y . tJp un t i l that year , Brewster 

had been able to market s iscowet, the i r best qua l i t y deep-water t r o u t , at 

$14.00 a b a r r e l . Late in the year , because o\' the bank panic that had 

occu r red in the s p r i n g , hard cash was scarce. By the end of the year , 

because of s lacken ing demand, Brews te r was forced to b r i n g the pr ice of 
3 

the be t te r qua l i t y f ish down to $10.00 a b a r r e l . 

A f t e r 1837, B rews te r ' s marke t ing problems got worse. Despite t h i s , 

Crooks s t r essed , in an 1838 l e t t e r , that the American Fur Company's 

success in the t rade of Lake Super io r depended mainly on the p r o s p e r i t y 
4 

of the f i she r ies . By 1839, the usual markets in Michigan and Ohio along 

the lakes were unable to absorb the large quant i t ies of f ish caugh t . The 

same yea r , B rews te r made a concer ted e f fo r t to expand sales into cent ra l 

Indiana and in land Ohio. His ear ly at tempts w i th small quan t i t i es of f ish 
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were successful. Often he resorted to barter to dispose of the f ish. 

More than 1,000 barrels were shipped from Cleveland via the Ohio Canal 

to Portsmouth, Ohio. The ship captain who boated this quanti ty down 

the Ohio River, wrote the bad news about sales to his fur company 

contact: "The Farmers and Mechanics have such an abundance of fresh 

meat that they do not wish to purchase f ish . But we hope in 2 or 3 

Months hence, they will meet with a market." 

But in the spring of 1840 the situation had fur ther deteriorated. 

Brewster wrote from Detroit in May that he had not sold 100 barrels of 

f ish dur ing th is , the best marketing season. Still he continued to ship 

quantities of fish down the Ohio River and fur ther onto the Mississippi. 

In early 1841, 1,200 barrels of f ish were sent into the south, to Memphis, 

Natchez, Little Rock, and New Orleans. There was even a tr ial shipment 

of 25 barrels to Natchitoches in 1841. This attempt succeeded, as did a 

few other spot attempts in the south. Yet, by January 1842, buyer 

resistance was practically universal. Before that, in July 1841, Charles 

W. Borup at La Pointe had already seen the wr i t ing on the wall. He 

ordered f ishing stopped, except for a few boats at Isle Royale. 

The financial dif f icult ies of the American Fur Company were closely 

intertwined with the fate of the Lake Superior f isheries. In addit ion, the 

central commodity, ( f u r ) , of the organization was nearly depleted in all of 

the te r r i to ry of the Old Northwest. Besides, silk hats had become part 

of American fashion, replacing beaver, and Americans had l i t t le ready 

cash to pay for fu rs . 

The company's liabilities mounted as their sales declined. In 1842 

they had a debt of $300,000. On September 10, 1842, the officers filed 

for bankrupcy. The company name lived on into the 1860's; and had a 

real existence of sorts, as the receiver made a noble effort to pay off 100 

cents on the dollar for company debts. 

One indication of the changing fortunes of the American Fur 

Company is a tabulation of the merchandise charged against the La Pointe 

post dur ing this boom and bust period: 
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1835: $30,000 1840: $45,000 

1836: $59,000 1841: $20,000 

1837: $29,000 1842: $13,000 

1838: $46,000 1843: $12,000 

1839: $46,000 1844: $10,0007 

Since most of the business at La Pointe d u r i n g th is in te rva l was f i s h i n g , 

the f i gu res g ive an approx imate idea both of the success of the La Pointe 

s tat ion and the company in gene ra l . In 1837 the American Fur Company 

had sales to ta l l i ng $300,000, and the i r p r o f i t was $45,000. T h u s , the 

expenses at La Pointe consis ted of about 11 percent of t he i r total 

bus iness . The company made a la rger p r o f i t in 1840 and La Pointe 

a c t i v i t y cons t i t u ted about 20 percent of the bus iness . Th is la t ter year-

was the peak f ish p roduc t i on year fo r Lake Super io r and the La Pointe 
o 

stat ion p roduced about hal f of the ca t ch . 

Despite the fa i l u re of the American Fur Company to establ ish a 

permanent commercial f i s h e r y , an h is to r ian of the La Pointe outpost 

assures us that f i sh ing d id not end a l together in the Apost le Is lands. 

Hamilton Ross, the h is to r ian in ques t i on , wro te about th is t r y i n g time 

along the south shore and s ta ted : " T h i s , is of course , resu l ted in loss 

of employment to near ly all of the pe rsonne l . There is l i t t le or no 

in format ion rega rd ing the fate of the fo rmer ly prosperous v i l l age . It is 

possible tha t there was no general exodus because wherever they might 

go , cond i t ions were the same. They could at least subs is t at La Pointe 

w i th f i s h , game, b e r r i e s , wi ld r i ce , and maple sugar lor food, and the 
g 

endless forests for fuel and h o u s i n g . " 

Just when i t seemed that f i sh ing would d rop back merely to a 

subs is tence occupa t ion , meta l lu rg is ts took increased in te res t in n o r t h e r n 

Wisconsin for e x t r a c t i n g copper and i ron o re . The ingress of technical 

people and miners gave new incent ive for the local f i shers to recommence 

the i r t rade for p r o f i t . By 1848 the La Pointe p roduc t ion of salted f ish 

had rev i ved to the number of 1,000 b a r r e l s . The en t i re business was 

v e r y much local ized, w i th ho ldover coopers from the prev ious era making 

the b a r r e l s , and a few new f ishermen from the ne ighborhood doing the 
,. , . 10 
f i s h i n g . 
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There had been a time in the dim past when French adventurers 

were seeking mineral wealth around Lake Superior; but had despaired of 

removing the wealth they knew to be there, since they thought there was 

an insuff icient food supply to feed a work force. Now the new extractive 

industries provided an occupation for part of the l i tt le village of La 
11 Pointe, then numbering 500 people. 

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

the North Shore of Minnesota 

A f ishery 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 l iving at the 

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

commercial f isherman. But that year, with the signing of the Chippewa 

Treaty of September 30, mining prospectors started to f i l ter into the 
12 area, legally, part icular ly along the North Shore of Minnesota. 

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 f ish-for-sale were shipped via the Sault, as they 

had been dur ing the heyday of the American Fur Company f ishery. 

Addit ional ly, dur ing the 1850's, there were known instances in which 

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

both Duluth and Bayf ield. 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 transportat ion, and secondarily by a 

dearth of population around the lake. Yet the f ishery 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 

ful l- t ime fishermen in Lake County and 10 more in St. Louis County. 

The Panic of 1857 affected commercial f ishing 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 dur ing the Civil War. Thus, only 356 barrels of fish 
13 were shipped over the lake in 1864. 
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The year of destiny lor 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 f ish ing, since the road gangs had to be fed. 

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

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

1870, Duluth's population tr ip led to 3,130. Entrepreneurs anticipated that 

the new railroad would f ind 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 
14 Minnesota. 

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

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

c i ty , and about half of these were shipped south by ra i l . 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 l ine, together with the completion of 

a wagon road from Bayfield, attracted some fish t raf f ic 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-t ime 

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

that f ishery suspected that there was a considerably larger number of 

part-t ime fishermen l iving in that region. These men brought their catch 

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

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

used gil l nets and small skiffs for their work. The steep rocky bottoms 
15 of the Minnesota waters precluded the use of pound nets there. 
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B. The Early Development of Pr iva te Commercial F ish ing at 

Bay f ie ld 

As has been stated ear l ier in th is n a r r a t i v e , subsistence f i sh ing 

con t inued at La Pointe a f te r the fa i lu re of the American Fur Company in 

1842. One w r i t e r revealed that the La Pointe ou tpu t of f i sh in 1848 

amounted to 1,000 b a r r e l s . The St . Paul Minnesota Pioneer of January 

30, 1850 to ld the s to r y of a Frenchman who b r o u g h t a load of f i sh 

over land on dog sled f rom the Chequamegon Bay area. It took the man 

12 days to make the 175-mile t r i p , and he sold the t r o u t he had fo r 37 
17 

cents each and the whi te f i sh fo r 25 cen ts . 

Since va r ious forms of min ing s ta r ted to expand in the reg ion , La 

Pointe f i shermen were able to market some of t he i r p roduce via water to 

the po r t s of the Upper Michigan Peninsula. There was one p ressu re , 

however , t ha t tended to d imin ish the populat ion at La Po in te - - tha t was 

the T r e a t y w i th the Chippewa of 1854, whereby the Indians were induced 

or ent iced to move to newly fo rming rese rva t i ons . Since some of them 

lef t the is land fo r a place due west of Madeline Island on the main land, 

t he re was a simultaneous a t t rac t i on for whi tes to set t le nea rby . T h u s , in 

1856, the C i ty of Bay f ie ld was establ ished d i r e c t l y opposi te the southern 

end of Madeline Island on the Bayf ie ld Peninsula. Most of the waters 

among the Apost le Is lands were she l tered from the b r u n t of e i ther 

no r theas te r or no r thwes te r s to rms, so tha t Bayf ie ld became a re la t i ve ly 

safe haven fo r boats even w i thou t a b reakwa te r . For th is reason, many 
18 

f ishermen sh i f ted t he i r home po r t f rom the is land to the main land. 

An ear ly recorder of the Bay f ie ld f i sh i ng i n d u s t r y d u r i n g th is era 

was the Reverend James Peet, a Methodist m in is te r . Peet d id some 

f i s h i n g fo r himself on occasion, and once went out w i th a commercial 

f i sherman in the la t te r ' s sa i lboat : "Saw the Sun r ise from the Lake, then 

went out w i th some f ishermen to see them take up the i r N e t s - - t h e y got 

some 4 or 5 ba r re l s f u l l . " In ear ly December of 1857, he wrote in his 

d i a r y tha t he could see 23 f i sh i ng boats on the bay and tha t " they are 

g e t t i n g v e r y good hauls now, I u n d e r s t a n d . " A week la te r , he could see 

29 f i sh i ng boats on the adjacent wa te rs . It is both s u r p r i s i n g that the 

catch was so good so late in the season, and that the boats were so 
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numerous. Doubt less ly some of the vessels were home por ted elsewhere. 

But if so, t hey r i sked being ice-bound for the w in te r months at 
19 

B a y f i e l d . 

Peet told us someth ing , as we l l , about the size of the young 

communi ty , and his v iews of t he i r social l i f e . From the b e g i n n i n g , Peet 

d id not approve of the " p o p e r y " he wi tnessed in the place; and when he 

gave a sermon on th is " e v i l , " he d rove one member of the congregat ion 

out of the c h u r c h . Bu t most ly the young Methodist preacher was 

h o r r i f i e d at the d r i n k i n g , gambl ing and danc ing in Bay f i e l d ; and when he 

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

declared him to be a persona non g r a t a . A f t e r near ly two years of labor 

in the Lord 's v i n e y a r d , Peet conf ided to his d i a r y that he though t he d id 
20 

not have a s ingle f r i e n d in Bay f i e l d . 

The town had g rown cons iderab ly d u r i n g Peet's t enu re t h e r e . At 

f i r s t , in Ju ly 1857, Peet counted 35 houses in t o w n , and guessed there 

were 250 i n h a b i t a n t s . Later he had to rev ise th is f i g u r e downward when 

he helped ga ther the census f i g u r e s . On March 4 , 1858, he found tha t 

the re were 61 adu l t males, 37 adu l t females, and 54 ch i l d ren in Bay f i e l d , 

fo r a total of 152 pe rsons . In check ing o lder records at that t ime, he 

learned t ha t the town had g rown f rom 112 persons since the prev ious f a l l . 

By the time he le f t , in mid-1859, there were few signs of g row th in 

B a y f i e l d . The town populat ion was s tagnant at about 115 and there were 

20 fewer adu l t males or w o r k i n g men about town . For the f i r s t time his 

enumerat ion stated how many people l ived on farms nea rby , 45 in 

number . 

It was not the hos t i l i t y of Bay f ie lders tha t f ina l l y d rove Reverend 

Peet out of t o w n , b u t ra the r the lack of f inancia l suppo r t from his f l ock . 

Peet was con t inuous ly absorbed in the wo r l d l y necessi ty of making a 

l i v i n g ; and bemoaned the fact tha t he was unable to spend more time on 

the care of sou ls . A f t e r he lef t B a y f i e l d , he compared the people there 

w i th his beloved Minnesotans. Bay f ie ld had , in Peet's es t imat ion, dismal 

sp i r i t ua l cond i t i ons , and the re was far too much "oppos i t ion from the 

w i c k e d " and " few to s tand by me . " He far p r e f e r r e d Minnesotans, who 
22 

were "a more re l ig ious peop le . " 
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Peet was not the on ly one who lef t the area. The town of Ashland 

was almost completely deser ted d u r i n g the Civ i l War. Only one fami ly , 

t ha t of Mar t in Roehm, s tayed in Ash land from 1863 to 1865. Bayf ie ld was 

more populous for the Lime being because of i ts sawmill and f i sh ing 
23 

i n d u s t r y . 

I t was the lumber i n d u s t r y and its accompanying ra i l roads that 

even tua l l y b r o u g h t booming times to the Chequamegon Bay area and made 

demands fo r the expansion of the s u p p o r t i v e f i sh ing i n d u s t r y . The ear ly 

sawmills had to re ly too ex tens ive ly on ships to t r a n s p o r t the lumber to 

market and could not c a r r y the requ is i te volume. Aside from the Lake 

Super io r and Miss iss ippi Rai l road into D u l u t h , the f i r s t rai l l ine to 

Chequamegon Bay was tha t of the Wisconsin Cent ra l which opened at 

Ash land on June 2, 1877. Bay f ie ld got i ts f i r s t rai l connect ion on 

October 12, 1883, when the Chicago, S t . Paul , Minneapol is and Omaha 

( "The Omaha") completed its roadbed on the Bayf ie ld Peninsula. So the 

g row ing f i s h e r y of the Apost le Is lands region d id not gain access to a 
24 

nat ional market un t i l 18 years a f te r the C iv i l War. 

So fa r as can be de te rm ined , the key year for Bayf ie ld 's blossoming 

was 1870. A t tha t po in t , the town had 300 i nhab i t an t s ; and one source 

says tha t none of them were professional f i she rmen. Doubt lessly the 

impetus fo r an i n f l ux of profess ionals at tha t moment was the completion 

of the Lake Super io r and Miss iss ippi Rai lroad into D u l u t h . Bay f ie lders 
25 

could land the i r catches d i r e c t l y at the docks in D u l u t h . 

Whatever the reason, Bay f ie ld had a sudden large increase in the 

number of f i shermen in 1870. The most s ign i f i can t pa r t of th is g r o w t h 

was a f i sh i ng fami ly , the Bou t i ns . Among e igh t b r o t h e r s , the leaders 

were Nelson and F r a n k , who q u i c k l y formed a f i sh ing company called N & 

F B o u t i n . Nelson, the e lde r , had been born in Canada East on Augus t 

17, 1831. The fami ly moved f i r s t to Det ro i t in 1837. The nex t move, in 

1848, was to Mackinac I s land , M ich igan . By tha t t ime, the fami ly was 

de f i n i t e l y in the f i sh ing bus iness . D u r i n g the nex t 5 yea rs , the Bout in 

fam i l y , fa ther and sons, moved f r e q u e n t l y a round the shore of Lake 

M ich igan , as they sought the best f i sh ing g r o u n d s . The i r stops 
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inc luded Whiskey Island and St . Helena Isle in the n o r t h e r n par t of the 

Lake; bu t the i r major s topover po in t was in Manitowoc C o u n t y , Wisconsin, 

j us t south of Green Bay. Nelson Bout in made a small move no r t hwa rd for 

a time to Kewaunee C o u n t y , Wisconsin, also close to Green Bay; and whi le 

t h e r e , he was elected to the Wisconsin leg is la tu re . The family had one 

o the r s topover at Two R i v e r s , Wisconsin before r e t u r n i n g to Manitowoc. 

The m ig ra to r y moves of the Bout ins closely resembled the f l i gh t of 

the i r p rey in the lake, the whi te f ish and the lake t r o u t . A l ready at th is 

ear ly da te , 1870, inspectors f rom the federal government were tak ing note 

of the decrease in abundance of the food f ishes of the Great Lakes. The 

Uni ted States Commissioner of Fish and Fisheries sent inves t iga to rs to 

Lake Michigan in 1871 and 1872 to v e r i f y the decrease, assess its causes, 

and make proposals fo r co r rec t i ng the s i t ua t i on . The conclusions d rawn 

were appl ied on ly to Lake Mich igan . The researchers d iscovered tha t the 

number of f ishermen and equipment had mu l t i p l i ed ; that the lake genera l ly 

was o v e r f i s h e d ; tha t f i shermen were t ak ing many immature f i s h ; that 

many wastefu l pract ices were being fo l lowed, such as the d i sca rd ing of 

s tu rgeon w i thou t making any use of them whatsoever ; and tha t Loo l i t t le 

was being done to regu la te f i sh ing or propagate replacement f i s h . The 

inves t iga to rs d id not app ly these conclusions to Lake Supe r io r , as that 

lake had not been i nspec ted ; bu t the impl icat ion was tha t no such 

exp lo i t i ve pract ices had as ye t been exerc ised on the largest of the Great 
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Lakes. 

So i t came to pass in 1870 that the Bout in fami ly came en masse to 

A s h l a n d / B a y f i e l d to f i s h . There were e igh t b ro the rs who p a r t i c i p a t e d , at 

least for a t ime, in a v e r y large f i sh ing e n t e r p r i s e . The i r names were: 

Benon i , Edward , Felix F . , Nelson, F rank , Du f f ey , Joseph C , and 

Solomon D. The leadership fo r f i sh ing was taken up by Nelson and 

F r a n k , and the company came to be called N & F B o u t i n . By 1880 it was 

a $200,000 a year bus iness , hand l ing about 1,500 ha l f - ba r re l s of f i sh in 

the summer and 100 tons of f resh f ish in the w i n t e r . They employed 

about 100 men. D u r i n g the 1880's Nelson and Frank sp l i t up to separate 

companies, the former teamed up w i th a man named Mahan, whi le Frank 

ran his own ope ra t i on . As time passed, some of the b ro the rs d r i f t e d into 
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o t h e r o c c u p a t i o n s ; D u l T e y , For e x a m p l e , was k e e p i n g a sa loon in B a y f i e l d 

in 1880. Most o f t h e b r o t h e r s h a d sons who a lso f o l l o w e d t h e f i s h i n g 

v o c a t i o n ; a n d a f t e r 100 y e a r s , t h e r e is s t i l l one o r t he o t h e r B o u t i n 
78 

d e s c e n d a n t in B a y f i e l d w h o is at leas t a p a r t - t i m e f i s h e r m a n . 

I t w o u l d be a m i s t a k e t o say t h a t t h e B o u t i n s w e r e t h e e n t i r e t y o f 

t h e B a y f i e l d f i s h i n g s t o r y , b u t t h e y c e r t a i n l y w e r e a v e r y s i g n i f i c a n t p a r t 

o f i t . I f t h e y w e r e e m p l o y i n g 100 m e n , as one s o u r c e s t a t e s , t h e y w e r e 

c o n t r o l l i n g m o r e t h a n h a l f o f t h e B a y f i e l d f i s h i n g o u t p u t . One t a b l e f r o m 

t h e F i sh a n d F i s h e r i e s R e p o r t f o r 1887 s h o w e d t h a t B a y f i e l d h a d 182 f u l l 

o r p a r t - t i m e f i s h e r m e n in 1885. T h i s n u m b e r e x c e e d e d t hose a t D u l u t h , 

157 , t h e n e x t l a r g e s t f i s h i n g s t a t i o n . T h e K e w e e n a w P e n i n s u l a , M i c h i g a n , 

was t h i r d w i t h 128 t o t a l f i s h e r m e n . T h e s e t h r e e s t a t i o n s h a d 23 p e r c e n t , 

20 p e r c e n t , a n d 16 p e r c e n t , r e s p e c t i v e l y , o f t h e f i s h e r y w o r k f o r c e on 
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t h e A m e r i c a n s i de o f Lake S u p e r i o r . 

T h e B a y f i e l d P r e s s o r B a y f i e l d C o u n t y P r e s s , e s t a b l i s h e d in 1870, 

a n d f o u n d e d b y Sam S. F i f i e l d , g i v e s us a c o n t i n u i n g p i c t u r e o f t h e s t a t e 

o f t h e f i s h e r y o v e r a 1 0 0 - y e a r s p a n . A D e c e m b e r 1870 n u m b e r t e l l s us 

t h a t 250 men w e r e c o n s t a n t l y e m p l o y e d in t h e f i s h t r a d e , a n d t h a t t h e 

y e a r ' s p r o d u c t i o n was 1 5 , 0 0 0 h a l f - b a r r e l s o f w h i t e f i s h a n d t r o u t , s e l l i n g 

a t 5 d o l l a r s e a c h . T h a t was a h e f t y p r i c e o f 5 c e n t s a p o u n d , a p r i c e 
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t h a t was n o t m a t c h e d in al l p l aces on L a k e S u p e r i o r in 1930. 

T h e i s sue of A p r i l 8 , 1871 t o l d o f the B o u t i n s ' f i s h i n g s u c c e s s 

a l r e a d y in t h e e a r l y s p r i n g w i t h 2 ,000 " h a l v e s " o f t h e two f a v o r i t e b r a n d s 

o f f i s h . T h e same a r t i c l e s t a t e d t h a t 50 f i s h e r m e n a n d fam i l i es w o u l d 

soon a r r i v e f r o m t h e K e w e e n a w P e n i n s u l a in M i c h i g a n . T h e A s h l a n d D a i l y 

P r e s s o f J u n e 2 7 , 1874 t o l d o f t h e d o m i n a n t p o s i t i o n o\' t he c o m p a n y o f 

N & F B o u t i n , a n d t h a t B a y f i e l d was t h e c e n t e r o f t h e Lake S u p e r i o r 

f i s h e r i e s . T h e B a y f i e l d P r e s s of J u n e 2 0 , 1877 r e v e a l e d t h a t a few 

B a y f i e l d w h o l e s a l e r s w e r e s e n d i n g t h e i r p i c k u p s t e a m e r s as f a r as 

W a s h i n g t o n H a r b o r on Is le R o y a l e . O n e s t e a m e r , t h e M a r c o Po lo , 

g a t h e r e d 36 h a l v e s f r o m t h e v a r i o u s f i s h e r m e n n e a r t h a t i s l a n d , a n d 

d e l i v e r e d t h e m to N & F B o u t i n . T h e same a r t i c l e s t a t e d t h a t m a n y f i s h 

w e r e v e r y l a r g e , r e q u i r i n g o n l y 15 f i s h to f i l l a h a l f - b a r r e l . 
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