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Abstract 

After having defined fishing and established a general classification of 
fishing devices, the author has elaborated a systematic description of 
the subsistence and commercial fishing devices and methods used in the 
St. Lawrence River and Gulf from the period of contact between Europeans 
and Amerinds in the 16th century to the present day. This study, 
conducted from 1966 to 1968 and based on written material and on 
ethnographic data, describes 73 different methods of catching fish and 
other aquatic animals that are or have been used in that area. Each 
method and the corresponding fishing devices are described in detail, 
illustrated with a drawing and, whenever possible, placed in their 
historical context. 

Submitted for publication 1969, by Marcel Moussette, Quebec Region, 
Parks Canada, Quebec. 
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Preface 

This study of the fishing methods used on the St. Lawrence River and 
Gulf of St. Lawrence was an enormous project, both from the point of 
view of the area of land involved and the number of years to be 
considered. This is why we decided to carry out a purely technological 
study rather than an historical study, for which our training in biology 
and anthropology had not prepared us. By assembling what little data 
there were on fishing technology and classifying these data, we hoped to 
accomplish a necessary preliminary task, and in this way provide 
specialists from other fields who were interested in the subject of 
fishing with a working document which they could use as a starting point 
for further studies. 

We spent two and one-half months interviewing fishermen from the 
regions of Montreal, Quebec City, the lower St. Lawrence, the Gaspé 
Peninsula, the Magdalen Islands, and the north shore as far as 
Sept-Iles. We were assisted in this task by a long-standing friend, 
Mr. Real Rodrigue. Because we were constantly moving from region to 
region, admittedly our interviews occasionally lacked depth and some 
very interesting aspects of fishing which could not be considered purely 
technological had to be left out. Consequently, when we were compiling 
our data, a number of times we discovered that the vocabulary for 
designating certain parts of the fishing devices was nonexistent. On 
several occasions we arrived in a region at a time when the fishing 
there for a given species of fish was over for the season; for example, 
in the Magdalen Islands, where the herring traps had already been 
removed from the water for several months when we talked to our 
respondents. We had to obtain our information verbally in such cases 
and rely on our respondents. Ideally, we would have made a preliminary 
examination of the regions, much like the trip we did take, and later on 
would have completed our data by carrying out a detailed examination of 
the regions to be included in the inventory. Because of time and money 
limitations, we were only able to conclude the first phase of this 
research. However, thanks to past experience working as a biologist of 
freshwater and salt-water fauna and preparing a thesis on the technology 
of gill-net fishing (Moussette 1967), we were able to avoid any serious 
errors. 

We spent much of our time compiling as complete a list as possible 
of references to fishing techniques used in Quebec, so as to complete 
the data gathered in the field. Research was done at the libraries of 
the Grande-Rivière Marine Biology Station, Saint-Sulpice, the City of 
Montreal, the University of Montreal, the City of New York and the New 
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York Museum of Natural History. During our research in New York, we 
were able to consult works dealing with Amerinds that were not available 
in Montreal. As a result we were able to assemble approximately 190 
references to fishing in general, most of which concerned the province 
of Quebec. Among all these publications, we were unable to find any 
general studies on fishing technology; however, historical studies such 
as that of La Morandière (1962) and Chambers (1912) were invaluable 
sources of information. As far as primary sources were concerned, we 
tried to utilize, as much as possible, well-authenticated manuscripts 
such as those published under the auspices of the Champlain Society of 
Toronto. 

In our research on the fishing practices of the Amerinds before the 
arrival of the Europeans, we ignored relevant archaeological literature 
despite the interest it holds. Our reason was that this literature is 
quite extensive and its inclusion would have broadened the scope of our 
research excessively; however, we did want to gather all the 
ethnographical and historical data available on Amerind methods of 
fishing. These data obliged us to study a much vaster region than the 
shores of the St. Lawrence River and the gulf since the Amerinds often 
lived in distant areas, such as the Great Lakes area, and came to the 
river at various periods in history to fish. 
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Introduction 

Quebec offers unique advantages to anyone interested in fishing 
technology, both because of the St. Lawrence River, which crosses the 
province, and because of the great length of its coastline. Fishing was 
already part of the way of life of the Amerinds, who fished from the 
banks of the river and the shores of the Gulf of St. Lawrence at the 
time of Cartier's voyages of exploration. We would even say that this 
subsistence activity played a major role in establishing the colony by 
providing the first French colonists with a ready supply of fresh food. 
Today, fewer and fewer fishermen are using the river and gulf waters as 
their only source of subsistence. 

Since no systematic study of Quebec fishing technology had yet been 
published, our original plan was to make an inventory, as detailed as 
possible, of commercial and small-scale fishing methods used on the 
St. Lawrence River from the time of the first settlers to the present. 
As a result of our preliminary library and field research, we were able 
to distinguish between 73 methods used for capturing fish and other 
aquatic animals either in the past or in modern times in the 
St. Lawrence River and the gulf. 

To make our report easier to follow, we decided to divide it into 
two parts. Part One includes a definition of fishing and a general 
classification of fishing devices. This classification serves a double 
purpose: firstly, it provides us with an overview of fishing devices; 
secondly, it allows us to encode these devices and write a systematic 
report on them. Part Two, which is much longer than the first part, is 
made up of a description, in the form of a catalogue, of each fishing 
method that we found during our research. Each of the methods has been 
given a code number so that it may be located in the general 
classification. 

We have illustrated the main fishing devices described herein and 
we have provided a map (Fig. 1) of the St. Lawrence River basin to 
enable readers to locate placenames that we mention in the text. 

To conclude, we will discuss the value of our data and how they can 
be used in more advanced studies. 
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Part One Fishing and Fishing Devices 
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Fishing: A Definition 

(Note: this chapter is extracted from our thesis on the technology of 
gill-net fishing [Moussette 1967: 14-7].) 

In our research, several definitions of fishing came to light. 
Leroi-Gourhan, in his work "Milieu et Techniques," classes it in the 
same category as hunting and war; that is, among the violent techniques 
used to capture living creatures. He distinguishes fishing from hunting 
and war in that it is limited to an aquatic environment, but basically 
does not feel that there are any major differences between these three 
activities (Leroi-Gourhan 1943-45, 2: 71): 

Sans que rien ne s'oppose donc à conserver l'usage, 
commode pour l'ethnologie des divisions de la guerre, de 
la chasse et de la pêche, nous confondons ici les trois 
formes d'activité pour en extraire des procédés qui 
seront examinés sous le double aspect que l'adaptation au 
milieu terrestre et au milieu aquatique a pu leur donner. 
Gordon Hewes, who goes into greater detail, emphasizes, on the 

contrary, the new dimension that the aquatic environment represents for 
the fisherman. In his opinion, a definition of fishing should be based 
on habitat and not on what is being fished or harvested. Fishing cannot 
therefore be limited to the capture of fish only. After all, without 
considering plants, animals as different from each other as seals, 
turtles and shrimp may be fished. Seen in that perspective, Hewes 
states that no distinction need be made between fishing, marine hunting 
and the gathering of marine fauna. He gives the following definition of 
fishing: "that category of human activity which is connected with the 
capture or gathering of animals (or plants) which regularly dwell in 
water" (Hewes 1948: 240). 

It is difficult to reconcile this definition with that of 
Leroi-Gourhan, who speaks of violent techniques of acquisition, when 
Hewes includes in his definition the gathering of clams and algae on the 
shore. 

Besançon proposes a similar but more inclusive definition: 
est considérée comme pêche toute activité de cueillette 
effectuée par l'homme aux dépens de l'hydrosphère, quelle 
que soit la composition chimique du milieu liquide (eau 
salée, douce, saumâtre) , que cette cueillette vise des 
animaux ou des végétaux. A peine devra-t-on en exclure 
les produits minéraux: l'un d'entre eux au moins, le sel, 
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joue un rôle fondamental dans la géographie de la 
pêche (Besançon 1965: 10). 
The above is an interesting view, but we would like to state at the 

outset that fishing in our opinion concerns living creatures and does 
not include the extraction of mineral salts as Besançon suggests it 
should. We understand that the author has taken the viewpoint of a 
geographer and is attempting to encompass all aspects of the fisherman's 
way of life in a very general definition. It is true that the term 
"fisherman" designates anyone whose main occupation is fishing, but this 
does not mean that a "fisherman" could not have secondary occupations 
such as farming, hunting or salt extraction. 

Neither do we share the opinion expressed by Hewes and Besançon 
that gathering activities are a form of fishing. We feel that our 
opinion is justifiable from an ecological standpoint. 

Fishing takes place in a clearly aquatic environment; that is, in 
the "hydrosphere," which Besançon describes as follows: 

L'hydrosphère constitue un milieu très différent du 
milieu atmosphérique duquel nous tirons la majeure partie 
de nos connaissances intuitives. Il oppose, en outre, a 
l'analyse scientifique toute l'opacité d'un domaine 
interdit à notre fonctionnement physiologique: il n'y a 
que très peu de temps que nous commençons à y pénétrer 
par des instruments interposés. Son étrangeté radicale 
tient à ce qu'il constitue pour les innombrables formes 
de vie qui l'habitent, à la fois une ambiance climatique 
et un milieu nourricier, ou plus exactement une suite de 
climats et une série de milieux plus ou moins nutritifs, 
juxtaposés dans les trois dimensions (Besançon 1965: 61). 
Gathering, however, is done at low tide and most of the time 

without even getting one's feet wet. The creatures being gathered have 
only very rudimentary abilities of locomotion or none at all, which 
makes the whole activity comparable to gathering fruit, even if animals 
are being gathered in this case. Traps are only used occasionally and 
any implements that are used are normally simple adaptations of land 
techniques. Indeed, someone digging for mussels on a beach at low tide 
would not consider himself to be fishing in the strict sense of the 
word. There is no adaptation to an aquatic environment in such a case 
since this ecological area made up of the tidal zone and the shore is a 
special type of environment, one of the "atmospheric environments" in 
the words of Besançon, with its own set of fauna and very particular 
physical conditions. 

Even so, in some cases it is rather difficult to draw the line 
between fishing and gathering; however, if a person wants to understand 
what fishing really is, we feel that the distinction should be made. 

Therefore, excluding gathering, we arrive at our definition of 
fishing. Fishing is any technique used in a clearly aquatic environment 
to capture animals that normally live in this environment. For the 
purpose of this definition, the aquatic environment represents a 
separate world, whose boundary is the water's surface. The aquatic 
environment is a world into which the fisherman, if he wishes to 
survive, may not enter without the assistance of instruments which are 
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designed for use therein and which are in accordance with the physical 
laws of the environments and the way of life of its inhabitants. 
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General Classification of Fishing Devices 

(Note: this chapter is almost entirely taken from our thesis on the 
technology of gill-net fishing [Moussette 1967: 17-41, 203-7].) 

Factors Determining Form and Method of Use 
In this chapter we will attempt to formulate a general classification of 
fishing devices. Methods used for gathering marine animals will 
obviously not be included; we will only discuss devices used for 
fishing, the meaning of the latter being as defined in the preceding 
chapter. Before describing our system of classification, we will point 
out the main factors that determine the form and the method of use of a 
given fishing device. This outline, followed by a review of the various 
classification systems already developed, will assist us in determining 
the criteria on which to base our own classification system. 

Aquatic Environments 
First of all we will consider variations caused by the aquatic 
environment. These variations can be seen initially because of general 
kinds of adaptations. For example, to keep a net under water requires a 
system of wooden or cork floats and a system of weights, which may be 
made from stone, metal or ceramic. The relatively fine fibres used to 
make seines and drag nets are another type of natural adaptation to the 
environment. These fibres provide the lightness and flexibility 
fishing devices must have; not only are they strong enough to withstand 
rapid pulling, but also they are such that the fish may be more easily 
entrapped and kept captive. Lines, with lead weights, are also 
adaptations to the aquatic environment. 

In addition to these various adaptations to the aquatic environment 
in general, there are also adaptations to particular hydrographical 
conditions. For example, because of the size of the water surface area, 
nets used in the ocean are generally larger than those used in rivers. 
Moreover, gill nets and stationary nets used in the ocean require a 
sophisticated system of grapnels to hold them in place, which is not 
true of gill nets used in rivers. In the latter case the nets simply 
have one end anchored to the bank. Differing swiftness of currents may 
result in some local adaptations since the strength of the current 
determines what system of weights and floats will be used. In some 
cases where the current is too strong, using a net might even be ruled 
out. To overcome this problem, a stationary line which would not be 



16 

affected by the current could be used, or a dam could be built to stop 
the current. 

From these few examples, it is easy to see the profound effect both 
the aquatic environment and the particular hydrographical conditions 
have on the form and method of use of fishing devices. The adaptations 
can be of various kinds, from simply changing a minor detail (for 
example, altering the net's system of weights and floats so that it is 
suited to the strength of the current), to replacing the device by 
another very different one that is better adapted when changes in 
environmental conditions make the first device unsuitable. 

Particular Species Fished 
We will now discuss the second main factor which causes variations in 
fishing devices: the species being fished. The great number of 
adaptations that makes up the extensive range of fishing devices now 
available is a direct result of detailed research into the habits of 
pelagic and demersal species living near the coastline or in the open 
sea. There are numerous examples of these adaptations: 
- depending on the species being fished, the hook may be barbed or 
unbarbed, baited or bare, stationary or dragged, and fastened to a long 
or short line; 
- there is an infinite variety of lures; 
- the fact that nets are meshed (gill nets) is based on the fish's 
anatomical structure; that is, some species are more easily captured by 
their gill covers; 
- in some areas, cod, a demersal fish, is taken using a drag or trawl 
net, while herring, a pelagic fish which lives in schools, is taken with 
a swing seine. 

Charles Robert-Muller's book on fishing in Brittany (1944) 
illustrates clearly this adaptation to the morphology and living habits 
of the species being fished. He lists a different fishing device for 
each species he discusses. Large nets are used for sardines, lines for 
tuna, nets for mackerel, bottom lines and drag nets for ground fish, and 
traps and pots for Crustacea. The reasons for this variety of fishing 
devices is self-evident; therefore we will not expand further on this 
topic since our list could go on indefinitely. To conclude, species 
morphology and habits are certainly the main factors which determine the 
form and method of use of fishing devices. 

Available Material 
These adaptations to environmental conditions and to differences in the 
species being fished are limited by the choice of materials available in 
an area. This is another factor which determines the form and method of 
use of fishing devices. In arctic regions the materials normally used 
to make nets, such as textile fibres, are lacking, which would explain 
why the inhabitants of these regions do not use nets. One exception to 
this is the use of whalebone nets for seal fishing by the Eskimos of 
Alaska, whalebone is obtained either by killing the whales with 
harpoons, or by using bone from whales which have been grounded on the 
shore. The bones are torn into thin strips, rather like tendons, The 
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Eskimos then have a raw material that is as supple and strong as textile 
fibres and very well suited to making nets. Such is also the case for 
other fishing devices manufactured from different materials. An example 
of this is the case of simple hooks made from round and convex shells in 
the South Sea Islands and in California. These hooks are very similar 
in form in both areas. In our opinion, this extreme case is a fine 
illustration of how much the raw material used influences the form of 
the fishing device that is made. 

Socio-Cultural Environment 
There is a fourth factor which can cause major differences in fishing 
technology in general: the socio-cultural environment. Since the 
importance of this factor has already been shown in other fields of 
technology, we will only give a few examples which illustrate the 
phenomenon. Dietary taboos against a given species can limit or even 
make impossible the use of some fishing devices. Lips (1956: 93) 
reported the following situation among the Apaches: 

Although delicious trout fill the streams of the Apache 
region, they are never eaten, because an old legend 
maintains that once people became very sick after a trout 
meal. Their skin was "spotted just like the fish in the 
river" and they died shortly afterward. "From that day 
to this", says Regan, "no Apache has eaten fish." The 
medicine men do their best to keep them aware of the 
"danger". 

The use of some fishing devices, such as the giant seines of New 
Zealand, requires a kind of co-operation that is impossible without a 
rather complex social structure. In fact, to ensure success in handling 
these devices, which may measure up to several thousand feet in length, 
sometimes the whole village has to work together, with each person 
carrying out a well-defined duty (Best: 1929). 

An agricultural society that is technologically advanced may also 
be conducive to the development of numerous sophisticated fishing 
devices. This is the case in China, where despite the fact that most of 
the country's food is produced by agriculture, practically all known 
fishing devices are used. On the other hand, in a technologically 
primitive society, such as that of the Yahgan of Tierra del Fuego, where 
most of the food supply comes from the ocean, fishing devices are few 
and elementary (Lothrop 1928). 


