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• The two annual salmon runs were key 
events in the seasonal round of the 
Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in. The name Hän, which 
means “People of the River,” reflects the 
strong identification of the people with the 
river and its annual bounty of salmon. 

• People gathered at fish camps all along the 
Yukon River to catch, cut up and dry salmon 
for the coming winter. This was also a time 
for trading and visiting with other First 
Nations. 

• The Hän developed many sophisticated 
tools for catching and processing fish. 
These included weir-and-basket fish traps, 
wooden spears with bone tips, nets made 
from babiche and spruce roots, a variety of 
stone and bone tools for processing fish, 
and the elegant light birch bark canoes.

The day of leaving Fort Reliance we came to the 
junction of the Klondike or Thronduc River with 
the Yukon, and found here a village of probably two 
hundred Indians, but no white men. The Indians were 
living in log cabins: on the shore numbers of narrow and 
shallow birch canoes were drawn up, very graceful and 
delicate in shape, and marvellously light, weighing only 
about thirty pounds, but very difficult for any one but 
an Indian to manoeuvre. Yet the natives spear salmon 
from these boats. At the time we were there most of 
the male Indians were stationed along the river, eagerly 
watching for the first salmon to leap out of the water, 
for about this time of the year the immigration of these 
fish begins, and they swim up the rivers from the sea 
thousands of miles, to place their spawn in some quiet 
creek. On account of the large number of salmon who 
turn aside to enter the steam here, the Indians called 
it Thron-duc or fish-water; this is now corrupted by 
the miners into Klondike, the Indian village is replaced 
by the frontier city of Dawson, and the fame of the 
Klondike is throughout the world.

– Josiah Spurr, Through the Klondike Gold Diggings, 1895. 

• After the arrival of non-natives in Tr’ondëk 
Hwëch’in traditional territory, fishing 
technology changed. People began using 
gill nets and fish wheels. Pole boats, and 
later outboard motors, replaced the delicate 
birchbark canoes.

• The Klondike gold discovery and the 
consequent onrush of newcomers had 
a great effect on the fishing practices of 
the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in. The fish camp at 
Tr’ochëk was taken over by Lousetown 
and the Hän now had to compete with 
newcomers for fishing sites.

•  The ceremony and feast of “first fish” is 
still an important ritual to celebrate and 
mark the arrival of the salmon and another 
season of plenty.

FISH CAMP STORIES

MAIN MESSAGES

There was a big event around the arrival of the king 
salmon. Every year, June and July, there was always big 
celebrations when the first salmon were spotted coming 
up the Yukon River. The event would be celebrated by 
dancing, singing and feasting because it was bringing life 
back to the community.

– Gerald Isaac, Moosehide Oral History Project, 1994

Diagram of salmon net made from babiche. 
From: F. Schwatka, Along Alaska’s Great River, 1894.
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In the early days, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in built fish 
traps across the mouth of the Klondike River. 
Tr’o, the first part of the Hän names, Tr’ondëk 
and Tr’ochëk, refers to the hammerstones used 
to pound stakes into the riverbed. Branches were 
woven between the stakes forcing the migrating 
salmon to travel the length of the weir seeking 
an opening. The river current then forced the 
fish sideways at the weir and into one of several 
basket traps. The baskets had to be emptied 
regularly or the weight of the salmon could 
destroy the structure. Apparently people used to 
take a load of salmon from the traps then allow 
the fish to continue their upriver migration for 
several hours or overnight before resetting the 
traps.

 People in canoes also scooped fish out of the 
river with large dipnets woven from caribou 
babiche around a wooden frame. Observers on 
shore directed the fishers to spots where a riffle 
in the water indicated the presence of salmon 
below. The fisher thrust the net into the salmon’s 
path, twisted the top of the net to secure the 
catch and either pulled the salmon into the 
canoe or towed the net to shore. 

Stanley Roberts learned from his father that gaffs 
or spears were also used to catch the fish.

What my old man told me was that the people had fish 
traps at the mouth of the Klondike River, way before the 
white people came to this country. They used spears and 
it was a long skinny stick. They put a sharp bone on the 
end of the stick. When the salmon comes up, the people 
speared it. They threw them, the salmon to shore. The 
women were busy carrying fish and everybody shared.

Although most early accounts focus on the 
fish traps or dipnets used at the mouth of the 
Klondike, Rowena Flynn told a wonderful story of 
several people using a long woven gill net:

...My grandmother always tease my grandfather. I was 
small but just like a dream I saw my grandfather. They 
don’t know people. He heard some people down the 
Klondike River and ran back to say there was some crazy 

THE STORY

Indians and we got to go. My grandmother went to 
look. The people used the small roots like they used to 
weave baskets. They weave it like a net about 150 feet. 
All the men, even the tallest, haul it out and go way 
out in the Klondike River. They go out and around and 
they hold it, and coming in, they singing eh? They were 
shouting and the women and kids were making noise. 
My grandfather thought they were going to kill, those 
men. He went running back. My grandmother went to 
see. Oh, the salmon. They gave her a salmon and she 
went back to camp. 

“Look, see what those crazy Indians gave us.”

Traditional Fishing Methods

Salmon club. From: F. Schwatka, 1894.

Salmon Fishing in the 20th Century 

After the Klondike gold rush and the Tr’ondëk 
Hwëch’in move to Moosehide, salmon fishing 
was still an important source of food and 
income but the methods and some of the 
locations changed. The birchbark canoes 
were replaced by pole boats and, from about 
the 1920s, outboard motor boats. The large 
fish camp at the mouth of the Klondike was 
gone and a few years later, spawning beds 
were destroyed by the dredging activity up 
the Klondike valley. The Hän people were now 
competing for fishing sites with the newcomers. 
The introduction of nets and fish wheels meant 
that people could now fish in eddies in the 
main river, rather than just at the mouth of 
creeks.

The Hän and neighbouring First Nations still 
gathered at camps all along the Yukon River 
by late June to prepare for the salmon run. 
Although new fishing methods had supplanted 
weirs and fish traps, some traditions survived. 

Tim Malcolm recalled using dipnets to fish in 
the Eagle area:
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Well when I was young, I started hustling around for 
something to eat so I make my own dipping net. In the 
spring after the river goes out I build a little campfire 
down on the beach, boy I could see the fish ripples and 
then dip fish net all night and catch humpback, white 
fish, shee fish, sucker, grayling but when I catch a white 
[ling?] cod, I’d throw it back in the river and then later 
on sometime I dip fish, I mean king salmon... when the 
dog salmon come, we call it dog salmon, one time me and 
my brother ... take turns dipping dog salmon, well we got 
forty in two hours with a dip net.

A few of the places where people set up 
summer fish camps included a location across 
the river near the Steamboat graveyard, at 
Eightmile, Twelvemile and Forty mile. The 
Johnson family set a net at the bluff upriver of 
Tr’ochëk. Frank Blanchard recalled a fish wheel 
being set up near the same area. Some families 
had their own campsites while others worked for 
non-native fishermen such as Pete Anderson at 
Forty Mile.

From early in the 20h century, First Nations 
people began using store-bought nets. The Hän 
people of the Dawson area also began using 
the fish wheel, a technology developed on 
the lower Yukon River about 1904. According 
to anthropologist Cornelius Osgood, the 
development of the fish wheel “did for fishing 
what the power-driven washing machine did for 
laundering.” River currents turned the wooden 
wheel set within a frame. Paddles scooped up 
the fish then, when the fish were raised out of 
the water, they were funnelled into cruise boxes 
on either side of the wheel. The wheel had to be 
fairly close to the riverbank, otherwise it turned 
too fast and wouldn’t catch anything. Fishers 
checked the fish wheel regularly to ensure that 
sticks or other objects, even an extra large 
salmon, didn’t jam its operation. According to 
Elder Archie Roberts, one of the most unusual 
catches retrieved from a fish wheel was a three-
foot long eel. 

Peggy Kormendy talked about salmon fishing 
in the 1940s. Her family were among 20 First 
Nations people who caught and dried vast 
quantities of fish. Every July, as soon as they 
heard from Eagle residents that the salmon had 

started running, people set up two fish wheels 
and a number of nets. Then followed several 
weeks of cleaning, cutting, and drying salmon. 
The drying salmon was set up on a four level 
rack. The freshest salmon was placed on the 
lower racks, then gradually moved up with the 
driest pieces being removed from the top tier. 
Workers stacked the dried fish between stakes 
set in the ground, then tied them into large 
bales for shipping. For many years, one or two 
tons of this dried fish were sent to feed the 
police dog team at Old Crow.

Martha Kate’s Childhood Memories of 
Fish Camp (ca. late 1940s)

- quoted from the transcript of an interview 
with Mrs. Kates in Dawson City, recorded by 
Georgette McLeod, 21 July 1999.

Note: Mrs. Kates is the daughter of Magdalene 
and David Roberts of Moosehide. In the 
following story she described her childhood 
experiences at the fish camp across the river 
near the Sternwheeler Graveyard. In the late 
1940s, several families worked together at the 
fish camp, including Chief Jimmy Wood and his 
wife Lucy, the Henrys, the Josephs, the Roberts 
and the Semples. Mrs. Kates gives an excellent 
description of the daily routine, how children 
were taught to catch and clean fish, the social 
aspect of fish camp life, and the continuing 
importance of this food source and lifestyle to 
the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in.

Operating fish wheel on the Yukon River near Forty Mile, 
ca. 1930s. YA 7479/Tidd Coll.
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Our family would move across the river to go fishing... 
So we would go and live there for the rest of the summer. 
For me it was just play time, but to them it is work, 
like, preparing the winter. To get enough provisions, 
start gathering and smoking fish. Setting up camp first, 
getting established across the river there. We start fixing 
up their tables, and start fixing up their fish racks where 
they would smoke their fish. And also I remember that 
he [Uncle Jimmy Wood] always got chicken wire. He 
spread that across the posts. That is how he dried his fish 
eggs. The eggs that come in the female fish, he would dry 
them on the rack by the sun.

…And then we would build some smokehouse for drying 
fish. We would just slap together tin roof with a screen 
around it so that they could start smoking fish. They not 
only smoke fish, they also tan skin there too.

Talking about how children helped out:

One time… my uncle and myself, and my brother 
Herbie, and I got a younger brother named Freddie, we 
got on the boat with my uncle. About five o’clock in the 
morning I guess. We went to check his fish wheel. So he 
would take us in a boat. We just covered ourselves up in 
canvas. You know how the water splash over the boat? 
We had no life jackets, nothing... Sometimes we would 
have motor on his boat, sometime just use the oars to go 
to his fish wheel…

So we travelled from our fish camp, go past the boats, 
those big steamboats, go past there and way past Sister 
Island to that Dog Island. Between Dog Island and that 
mountain in the back. In there, that’s where he had his 
fish wheel. In the currents there. This one time, like I say, 
the three of us was with him, and he’s got big fish box 
on the side of the fish wheel there. There is a box there, 
and when that wheel turns, the fish would go into that 
box. So he got us to help him take all of the fish out. Let’s 
see, we would be about, oh God, about six maybe. My 
brother would be four. My other brother would be eight 
or nine probably…

He asked us to help him to unload the fish from the box, 
and put it in the, they got tubs, tubs of water. I don’t 
know where he gets that ice, … they pick up snow or 
something. There is ice in the tubs anyway. That is where 
he would put all of the fish.  So somewhere, at about that 
time, we took pictures. Don’t know where those pictures 

are now, but he took pictures of the three of us helping 
him with the fish. Fish are sometimes bigger than we are! 
(laughter)

[Mrs. Kates said that the largest fish she ever 
saw was 65 pounds.]

Cleaning Fish

Anyway, those little fish [suckers], he would take it to 
camp so that could practice cutting fish…So what he 
does, he got big table, a couple of big table together. And 
it has got tablecloth, something clean all the time. The 
thing was always spick and span. And how many tubs he 
has beside him, and they really clean their fish. 

Anyway, he would bring all of this fish in, after we were 
done at the fish wheel. We would travel back up the river. 
All of these fish, our boat was pretty low. There were four 
or five tubs he has taken. And bring it back up to the fish 
camp. And my mother and my sisters, and my aunties 
and whoever is available there, would help unload all of 
the fish, and they would start cutting the fish. 

So us little kids, you know how they get into things. So 
with that sucker, they would teach us how to cut, like 
watch them cutting the salmon, we would do the same 
with that sucker. So what we do is cut off the head first, 
and slice it right down from the belly to the neck or 
the neck to the belly. Then we would cut off this part 
(rectum). Yes, they cut that part off, and then we have 
to put our hand in there and pull out all of the fish guts 
and all that stuff… 

We used to take the stomach from the salmon and blow 
it up like a balloon. We’d fill it up with water and throw 
it at each other. But we were taught then not to play with 
our food, so get right back doing more fish. Like I say, 
we clear the guts out, and then after we clean the guts, 
everything cleaned up. Then we had to fillet it. That was 
hard when you are a little kid too. Try to concentrate 
and yet you want to play. We had to fillet it, and it was 
sometimes slippery and you couldn’t hold it because your 
five-year-old hands are tiny. Otherwise, if you don’t do it, 
they do it. Show us how, they cut the backbone out. And 
the back bone, they usually keep it for dog food, or they 
use it to eat. Not one part of the fish is wasted, except for 

Setting Up Fish Camp 
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on the gills…They use the fish head, everything.

After we finish we cutting that little fish, like I say, they 
show us how to cut the fish in slits and then hole in the 
middle. The reason they put that hole in the middle is so 
that the grease from the fish would run out… Salmon, 
they say, is quite rich in fat, I guess. In order to get rid 
of that salmon oil, they cut the slits. I think they cut 
it horizontal first, then they make the hole down in-
between… so all the oil would run out. And they don’t 
cut the tail off. I remember they left the tail on, and they 
put it over the drying rack. And then from there they 
start smoking. This is not two or three fishes … we used 
to get an abundance of fish… Sometimes they get fifty, 
sometimes a hundred, sometimes a hundred and fifty. It 
depends, and not one fish go to waste. … the head also 
they clean it, and they eat the head too. But they dry it. 
They dry the head and the backbone. Sometimes they use 
that for dog feed in the winter, if they don’t have enough 
food for the dogs, they use that in the winter.

… After finish cleaning all the fish, like I say, some go in 
the drying rack, some goes, whatever they got left, they 
take it into town to the hospital. They provide hospital 
with fresh king salmon. Provide the cafes with salmon, 
and provide…the individuals who live in town. They 
share, they share quite a bit of what they get.

Drying Salmon

 Those strip fish you eat, they use brown sugar and 
coarse salt, and whatever. What flavour you want. But 
in those days they never did that. They used to just hang 
it over the rack and it was dried by the sun. But you got 
to keep that smoke going all of the time, and you don’t 
use rotten wood, you use alder. The willow? The rotten 
wood though, they use that for smoking and tanning 
skin. And for preserving, like you were saying, the fish 
is really dried so they get that burlap bag, or gunny sack, 
they used to call it, they fill those up for winter use. You 
see those caches at Moosehide? That is where they store 
them. They do almost exactly the same thing with dry 
meat.

Fish camp at Moosehide, ca. 1898. 
YA/81/9 Tappan Adney Coll., 45.  Dept. of Rare Books and Special Collections, McGill University Libraries. 

Preparing Fish for Drying
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Socializing at Fish Camp

…it is one of the happiest times. Life after our work is 
done, we live not too far from the creek too, eh. After 
we are done, you know, playing around trying to cut fish 
and stuff, there was a little pond not too far. When it 
rained, there was a pond there. We used to go in there 
and be full of mud, trying to learn how to swim, dirty 
and everything. And there’s that creek running by our 
place, our tent, behind. We had to walk to that creek to 
clean up. That’s the part we don’t like. But getting all 
muddy and dirty, our hair looked… Imagine long hair 
with mud…Mud babies. But we used to enjoy ourselves, 
all of the kids that went across. 

The Henrys used to go, and the Josephs, us and the 
Semples. We used to have fun. And at nights, my brother 
and my sister used to play guitar. So after work, you 
know how kids are a hard time to be put to bed, eh? 
Sometimes we have to go to sleep six-thirty every night, 
but sometimes we get to stay up and my sister Sara, my 
brother Edward, and my cousin Daniel Simon, we used 
to sit around. While they’re smoking fish, you know those 
little strips they cut off the belly? We used to roast that 
over the fire, same time as the potatoes are baking and 
they would sing. Sing all the time. 

[Mrs. Kates also talked about how the children 
played on the old rotting steamboats when their 
parents had gone to town.] 

When the elders go to town, that is where we would go 
and play hide and go seek… And you know, every time 
I look across there it is no wonder that none of us ever 
got killed, because you have to jump from boat to boat. I 
don’t know how many feet that open space is. We don’t 
wear shoes too. Always bare feet.

Lessons from Fish Camp

…To me, the way I look at things through my own eyes, 
what we have to do is get more children involved in 
preserving fish. Teach them how to preserve fish, because 
there are too many native children nowadays that are 
going the non-native way. I am not saying that is bad, 
because they learn from the other side too. But what 
they should do they should know their ways, their values, 
whatever. And their culture, so that would go into the 
twenty-first century. So the future generation would 
know what we did a long time ago.

First Fish Camp, 2000. Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in Coll.
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RELATED STORIES  
• Salmon

• Yukon River Hydrology

WAYS TO TELL THE STORY

Photos & Graphics

• Photos, sketches and material culture 
objects from fish camps. The Yukon Archives 
Tidd collection of photos has a good 
sequence of fish camp photos from the 
Anderson camp at Forty Mile.

Show & Tell

• Using props, discuss how salmon has 
been caught and processed traditionally 
and in recent times. During the salmon 
run, demonstrate the cutting and drying of 
salmon. Perhaps show the operation of a 
fish wheel as Captain Stevenson used to do.

• samples, reproductions or scale models of 
fish nets, fish traps, hammerstones, scale 
scrapers, etc. 

Elder Visits

• Invite elders to talk about their memories of 
fish camp life. 

FURTHER RESOURCES  

Maps & Plans
• map showing the location of various fish camps in the 

Dawson area.

Photos & Graphics 
• drawings of traditional fishing tools: dipnets, fish traps, 

gaffs, etc.

• photos showing fish camps and the various stages of 
salmon fishing and processing.

Publications & Reports

Cox, Jody
2000 The Upper Yukon River, the Salmon and the 

People: A History of the Salmon Fisheries. 
Prepared for Parks Canada, the U.S. Parks 
Service and the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in.

Dobrowolsky, Helene
2001 Hammerstones: A History of Tr’ochëk, Moosehide 

and the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in. Draft ms. prepared 
for the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in and Parks Canada.

2000  Tr’ochëk / Klondike City Bibliography. (a 
compilation of sources relating to the Tr’ochëk / 
Lousetown / Klondike City settlements and the 
Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in First Nation, most available 
from Yukon Archives). Revised: May 2000

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in
1999/2000  Life on the River Oral History Project, 

tapes and transcripts. Interviews with Hän 
elders conducted by Georgette McLeod, Myste 
Anderson, Rachel Olsen, Ingrid Kitsch.
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Andersons’ large three-tiered drying rack  near Forty Mile. ca. 1930s. YA 8411/Tidd Coll. 

Arthur Anderson hanging 
salmon to dry on large drying 
rack at Forty Mile, ca. 1930s. 
YA 8412/Tidd Coll. 
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Fishing at Tr’ochëk. V. Wilson, Glimpses of Alaska, Klondike and Goldfields, 1897. 


