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INTRODUCTION

The selection of the Hokenson Fishing Dock for interpretive
development was based on the fact that the story of commercial fishing is
one of the major interpretive themes of the Apostle Islands National
Lakeshore. The Development/Study Package Proposal stated the
requirement that an historical study be made into the commercial fishing
operation of the area and specifically the Hokenson Brothers Fishery of
Little 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 fishing operation by the three Hokenson brothers, the construction
of the various fishery buildings, the flourishing era of the brothers'
operation, the death of Leo Hokenson, and the retirement of the two

surviving 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 fishing and Apostle Islands
commercial fishing. It may seem strange, therefore, that the Hokenson
brothers are not frequently 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 fish. Other families might just as
easily have been singled out as subject for study, but in this case, the
Hokenson fishery 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 fishery flourished.



Today there are still analogies between the Apostle Islands fishery of
1930 and 1980. Many of the fishing units are still family endeavors.
Bodin Fisheries in Bayfield inherited the position of wholesaler from some
of the earlier, but more numerous, companies. Some of the oldtimer
fishermen still survive. | 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 Little Sand Bay. In some cases, sons, nephews or other
relatives of these men carry on the fishing heritage today. A few
members of the Boutin Family, so prominent in the early days, still do
some commercial fishing on at least a part-time basis. "Jack" Erickson
fishes for profit out of the dock at Little Sand Bay. His father before
him was a fisherman. There are others still 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 trout being tagged and the weight of the whitefish being closely
recorded; but the quantity of these two favorite fish 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 structure report and furnishing study, for
example, inspired factual anecdotes connected wtih some of the artifacts
of the Hokenson fishery, 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 fishery, and using illustrations 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 repetition in this portion of the coverage. This aspect of
avoiding redundancy applies to other subject matter related to the
Hokenson fishery, and the reader who familiarizes himself or herself with

the three divisions, will find the answers to most of his or her questions.

2



CHAPTER I: THE LAKE SUPERIOR FISHERY IN THE LATTER HALF OF
THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

The Lake Superior fishery 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 fish,
particularly whitefish and lake trout. The stories about aboriginal fishing
bonanzas during 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
think of the fishery as a money-making enterprise by itself. By the
1830's the fur trade was declining in the territory 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 it.

Curiously, John Jacob Astor retired from the American Fur Company
in 1834 just at the moment when fur trade profits were becoming suspect.
Ramsay Crooks bought Astor out and sought to perpetuate the company
habit of black-ink operation by diversifying 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 first large scale commercial fishing

establishment set up around the largest of the Great Lakes.



As has been stated, the first professional commercial fishing
enterprise on Lake Superior grew out of the early fur trading
organizations. John Jacob Astor's American Fur Company got a foolhold
in the Apostle Islands after the War of 1812, and by 1824 Lyman Warren
was its factor at La Pointe. Astor himself retired 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 fur gathering industry at that early date, and immediately decided to
diversify his business by entering the commercial fishing field. His move
was partially tactical, for he perceived that if he tried to retrench the
fur collecting trade by letting people go, these unemployed men would
join rival organizations destructive of his own. By diversifying, he

would keep his own people happy, content, and gainfully employed.

Though the fur company had a very wide-ranging geographic field,
the fishery established in 1835 covered Lake Superior only. Two major
fishing 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 during the few years the fishery 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
fishery had a larger compliment, between 25 and 35 men. The other
large fishery base was at La Pointe in the Apostle Islands, and it was
also the headquarters 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
Sault, and the Sault itself.1

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



also the agent who funnelled supplies back to the working portions of the
organization. He shipped packing salt for the fish, corn, flour, cheese,
lard, blankets, knives, Lrinkels, lwine for nels, floals, sinkers, and

other provisions toward the Lake Superior posts.

The fishermen used mainly gill nets, but a few seines were included
to catch white fish, trout, and pickerel. The fish were salted and
packed in barrels that grossed 200 pounds each. All stations combined
contributed less than 1,000 barrels to the export total in 1835; but in the
following year, they exceeded the 1,000-barrel sum. Despite a slow
start, 1837 produced more than 2,000 barrels of fish. In 1838 the catch
was variously reported at between 3,000 and 4,000 barrels. The increase
continued in 1839 when somewhere between 4,000 and 5,000 barrels of
salted fish were shipped. When the fishing season of 1840 opened, the
men manning the nets indicated that it would be another bonanza year.
But they were running counter to the national trend which was falling
into a deep economic depression. Before the season was well underway,
William Brewster at Detroit notified the Lake Superior fishers that he

could not even market the fish he had on hand.2

Aside from an instance in 1837 when great quantities of fish spoiled
because of carelessness in packing, the universal indications had augured
well for the success of the new industry. Up until that year, Brewster
had been able to market siscowet, their best quality deep-water trout, at
$14.00 a barrel. Late in the year, because of the bank panic that had
occurred in the spring, hard cash was scarce. By the end of the year,
because of slackening demand, Brewster was forced to bring the price of
the better quality fish down to $10.00 a bar‘rel.3

After 1837, Brewster's marketing problems got worse. Despite this,
Crooks stressed, in an 1838 letter, that the American Fur Company's
success in the trade of Lake Superior depended mainly on the prosperity
of the 1"isher~ies.4 By 1839, the usual markets in Michigan and Ohio along
the lakes were unable to absorb the large quantities of fish caught. The
same year, Brewster made a concerted effort to expand sales into central

Indiana and inland Ohio. His early attempts with small quantities of fish



were successful. Often he resorted to barter to dispose of the fish.
More than 1,000 barrels were shipped from Cleveland via the Ohio Canal
to Portsmouth, Ohio. The ship captain who boated this quantity 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 fish. But we hope in 2 or 3

Months hence, they will meet with a mar‘ket.“5

But in the spring of 1840 the situation had further deteriorated.
Brewster wrote from Detroit in May that he had not sold 100 barrels of
fish during this, the best marketing season. Still he continued to ship
quantities of fish down the Ohio River and further onto the Mississippi.
In early 1841, 1,200 barrels of fish were sent into the south, to Memphis,
Natchez, Little Rock, and New Orleans. There was even a trial 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 writing on the wall. He

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

The financial difficulties of the American Fur Company were closely
intertwined with the fate of the Lake Superior fisheries. In addition, the
central commodity, (fur), of the organization was nearly depleted in all of
the territory of the Old Northwest. Besides, silk hats had become part
of American fashion, replacing beaver, and Americans had little ready

cash to pay for furs.

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.6

One indication of the changing fortunes of the American Fur
Company is a tabulation of the merchandise charged against the La Pointe

post during this boom and bust period:



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 during this interval was fishing,
the figures give an approximate idea both of the success of the La Pointe
station and the company in general. In 1837 the American Fur Company
had sales totalling $300,000, and their profit was $45,000. Thus, the
expenses at La Pointe consisted of about 11 percent of their total
business. The company made a larger profit in 1840 and La Pointe
activity constituted about 20 percent of the business. This latter year
was the peak fish production year for Lake Superior and the La Pointe
station produced about half of the catch.8

Despite the failure of the American Fur Company to establish a
permanent commercial fishery, an historian of the La Pointe outpost
assures us that fishing did not end altogether in the Apostle Islands.

Hamilton Ross, the historian in question, wrote about this trying time

along the south shore and stated: "This, is of course, resulted in loss
of employment to nearly all of the personnel. There is little or no
information regarding the fate of the formerly prosperous village. It is

possible that there was no general exodus because wherever they might
go, conditions were the same. They could at least subsist at La Pointe
with fish, game, berries, wild rice, and maple sugar for food, and the

endless forests for fuel and housing."9

Just when it seemed that fishing would drop back merely to a
subsistence occupation, metallurgists took increased interest in northern
Wisconsin for extracting copper and iron ore. The ingress of technical
people and miners gave new incentive for the local fishers to recommence
their trade for profit. By 1848 the La Pointe production of salted fish
had revived to the number of 1,000 barrels. The entire business was
very much localized, with holdover coopers from the previous era making

the barrels, and a few new fishermen from the neighborhood doing the

fishing. 10



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 insufficient food supply to feed a work force. Now the new extractive
industries provided an occupation for part of the little village of La

Pointe, then numbering 500 people.11

A. The Development 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.12

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 St. 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, 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 St. 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 1864.13



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 1,100 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 lowa. At the same time there were more fish
eaters nearby in the newly burgeoning Ilumber camps of northern

Minnesota.14

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, Bly and Company. Most of the Minnesota fishermen
used gill nets and small skiffs for their work. The steep rocky bottoms

of the Minnesota waters precluded the use of pound nets ‘cher‘e.15



B. The Early Development of Private Commercial Fishing at

Bayfield
As has been stated earlier in this narrative, 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 barr‘els.16 The St. 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, and he sold the trout he had for 37
17

cents each and the white fish for 25 cents.

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, 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 a simultaneous attraction for whites to settle nearby. Thus, in
1856, 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 Islands were sheltered from the brunt of either
northeaster or northwester 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.18

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, and once went out with a commercial
fisherman in the latter's sailboat: '"Saw 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." In early December of 1857, he wrote in his
diary that he could see 23 fishing boats on the bay and that '"they are
getting very good hauls now, | understand." 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, and that the boats were so
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numerous. Doubtlessly some of the vessels were home ported elsewhere.
But if so, they risked being ice-bound for the winter months at

Bayfield. 12

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 "popery" he witnessed in the place; and when he
gave a sermon on this "evil," 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.20

The town had grown considerably during Peet's tenure there. At
first, 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.21

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, he compared the people there
with 'his beloved Minnesotans. Bayfield had, in Peet's estimation, dismal
spiritual conditions, and there was far too much "opposition from the
wicked" and '"few to stand by me." He far preferred Minnesotans, who

1] N H I122
were "a more religious people.
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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

industry.23

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
("The Omaha") completed its roadbed on the Bayfield Peninsula. So the
growing fishery of the Apostle Islands region did not gain access to a

national market until 18 years after the Civil War.24

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.25

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
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included Whiskey lIsland and St. Helena Isle in the northern part of the
Lake; but their major stopover point was in Manitowoc County, Wisconsin,
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, he was elected to the Wisconsin legislature. The family had one

other stopover at Two Rivers, Wisconsin before returning to Manitowoc.26

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.27

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's 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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