








and the investigators commented that the 
lake was "the greatest sturgeon pond in 
the worid." Untfl about 1892, the writers 
said, "sturgeon swarmed in this lake in 
almost incredible numbers." 

Apparently, the sturgeon catch reached 
a peak the foflowing year when 1,300,000 
pounds valued at $26,000 were taken from 
the American waters of the lake. The yield 
of caviar in 1893 amounted to 97,500 
pounds, valued at $19,500. After that the 
commercial sturgeon catch decreased rap­
idly, and in the first decade of the twen­
tieth century it never exceeded 175,000 
pounds. By 1909 sturgeon had virtually 
disappeared from commercial fishing rec­
ords for Lake of the Woods.' 

In a detafled study of the fishery on that 
lake, Kenneth Cariander stated that the 
decline "was undoubtedly due to the heavy 
drain of the early commercial fishing, and 
in some cases to deliberate destruction. 
At one time, more than 320 pound nets 
. . . were being fished," eleven times the 
number set in the Minnesota waters of 
this lake in 1956. Dr. Cariander also re­
ported that sometimes "sturgeon were 
removed from the lake and dumped on the 
shore in an attempt to improve the walleye 
fishing. Some fishermen took sturgeon just 
for the caviar and discarded the meat." 
He pointed out that sturgeon "are slow 
growing fishes which cannot withstand 
heavy fishing and consequently they are 
now almost extinct." *" 

Walleyes have been an important com­
mercial fish throughout the history of the 
lake, comprising from fifteen to fifty-seven 
per cent of the total catch. Since 1939 tul­
libees have provided the bulk of the com­
mercial poundage taken from these waters, 
and increasingly since 1933 burbot has 
become important in the catch because of 
its value as food for mink. In 1955, for 
example, the latest year for which statistics 
are available, 591,516 pounds of tullibee, 
272,157 pounds of burbot, and 233,639 
pounds of walleye were taken in the Min­
nesota waters of Lake of the Woods. No 

sturgeon, and only 915 pounds of whitefish 
were caught in the same period. The total 
American catch in these waters in 1955 
was valued at approximately $86,400." 

IN THE EARLY YEARS of the Lake of 
the Woods' fisheries, pound nets were used 
exclusively. Not untfl 1911 did Minnesota 
laws authorize the use of fyke and gfll nets. 
At that time, fishermen were authorized 
to set gill nets for domestic use only, and 
the first commercial gifl net licenses were 
issued in 1913. In 1956, twenty pound nets, 
twenty-three fyke nets, three deep trap 
nets^ and 67,500 feet of gill nets were fished 
in the Minnesota waters of this lake, as 
compared with 193 pound nets in the hey­
day of sturgeon fishing in 1895.'° 

Since the 1890s the Lake of the Woods 
commercial fishery has changed in various 
ways — sturgeon are now a rarity, white-
fish no longer make up a significant portion 
of the catch, and pound nets are not used 
exclusively. Methods of marketing and 
shipping fish have improved over the years. 
The settlement of Le Clair on Oak Point 
has vanished, and motorboats have re­
placed sails on the lake. On the whole, 
however, the fisherman's methods have 
changed surprisingly little, and present-
day fishery buildings are still as weather-
beaten and cluttered as they were in the 
days when Le Clair was a thriving vfllage. 

' Barton W, E\ ermann and Homer B, Latimer, 
"The Fishes of the Lake of the Woods and Connect­
ing Waters," in United States National Museum, 
Proceedings, 39:126 (Washington, D C , 1911); Ken­
neth D, Cariander, "An Investigation of Lake ot the 
Woods, Minnesota, with Particular Reference to the 
Commercial Fisheries," issued in typewritten form by 
the division of game and fish of the Minnesota de­
partment of conservation as Number 42 of its "Fish­
eries Research Investigational Reports," 1; 30, 45 
(1942), 

' Cariander, "Commercial Fisheries," 1:30, 
° For a record of the commercial catch from 1888 

to 1941 by species, see Cariander, "Commercial Fish­
eries," 1:41, 42, Statistics for 1955 are from the files 
of the bureau of research and planning, in the game 
and fish division of the Minnesota department of con­
servation. 

°̂ Cariander, "Commercial Fisheries," 1:67-70; files 
of bureau of research and planning. 
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NEAR the fishery buildings on Oak Point was a small Chippewa 
settlement. Its inhabitants probably found work at the fish com­
pany lifting and mending nets, dressing fish, and building boats 
and reels and racks for drying fish. 
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