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The last set

By Brian Lee

One of my earliest vivid memo-
ries is standing in the driveway bawl-
ing as my father left to go gillnetting. 

Like any kid, I didn’t like my dad 
leaving but what really upset me was 
being told I was too little to go fi sh-
ing. 

When my chance fi nally came I 
thrived on the boat, never once getting 
seasick. 

From then on, I spent a good 
portion of every summer roaming the 
coast on a 28-foot fi sh boat, never 
suspecting mine was to be the last 
generation of kids to do so.

When I was 14 I took a shore 
job, citing pay inequities with other 
deckhands my age and a dawning 
realization that there were more girls 
at home than in Namu. 

Paying me low (read no) wages 
was my dad’s convenient way of dis-
couraging me from considering fi sh-

ing as a career. 
Jump ahead to 2007 and I’m 

in YVR’s south terminal waiting to 
board a fl ight to Prince Rupert to re-
live the glory of my boyhood gillnet-
ting for a week with my dad Charlie 
on the Pender Breeze. 

In the coffee shop I bump into 
Phyllis Brown, longtime deckhand/
cook/wife on Harry Brown’s boat the 
Hazel Mae. 

Phyllis and Harry are like many 
gillnetters on the coast these days.
They’ve been through the boom years 
and, as they near retirement, keep at it 
out of a mixture of habit and love for 
the gillnetting lifestyle. 

I ask Phyllis if she’s going up for 
the whole summer. 

“That’s the plan but he knows I 
can always quit,” she says.

Looking out the window of the 
Dash 8, I try to spot islands and inlets 
I know but give up past Cape Caution. 

It’s been too long. 

I only know we’re close to Ru-
pert when I spot the muddy waters of 
the Skeena River, an abrupt change 
from the pastel green of the glacial 
lakes and inlets of the central coast 
fjords. 

Prince Rupert has long been the 
jumping-off point for the commercial 
fi shing industry on the north coast and 
the confl uence of the Nass and Skeena 
rivers ensure a healthy contingent of 
commercial salmon fi shermen return 
every year. 

For many Pender Harbour fi sh-
ermen, it’s like a home away from 
home. 

I bump into Yolanda Malcolm in 
the Prince Rupert air terminal.  Her 
husband Dave owns the Kermode and 
spends so much of his time in Prince 
Rupert they decided to buy a second 
house here. 

Their sons also fi sh and, de-
spite the hectic intervals between the 
salmon, halibut and prawn fi sheries, 
the house has allowed her family to be 
together.

“One group comes in and I’m 
cooking and cleaning and doing laun-
dry and as soon as they go back out, 
the next group shows up,” she says 
with a smile.

“Without the house, they’d still 
all be up here but I’d be sitting at 
home alone.”

An hour after I land, I’m on the 
Pender Breeze, a 34’ Farrell hulled 
gillnetter. 

We’re heading out Prince Rupert 
Harbour through Metlakatla Pass, a 
short, narrow passage between Digby 
Island and the mainland. 

It’s chaotic as dozens of return-
ing charter boats meet other gillnetters 
heading up to Area 3 for an opening 

Harry Brown’s gillnetter the Hazel Mae, just below Port Simpson on its way to a Nass
opening the following morning.
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the following morning. 
Area 3 is usually referred to 

as the “Nass” simply because of its 
proximity to the mouth of the Nass 
River, home of the sockeye we plan to 
intercept.  

We anchor near Port Simpson, 
a native village about two-and-a-half 
hours up the coast from Prince Rupert, 
and leave at dawn. 

Up here in July, it’s only dark 
for about four hours and dawn comes 
early — a typical north coast morning, 
grey and gloomy with the perpetual 
threat of rain. 

At least the winds are light and 
seas calm as we head across Chatham 
Sound towards the hills of Alaska. 

Maybe it’s a good sign that few 
boats are heading out of the anchorage 
this early. It means many are fi shing 
nearby, leaving us alone. 

Or maybe they know something 
we don’t.

The sensual female voice of the 
Coast Guard marine weather report  
coos the familiar weather data: “East 
Dixon Entrance: winds southeasterly 
two-zero to two-fi ve knots, shifting 
to northwest zero-fi ve this morning 
and rising to two-zero to two-fi ve this 
afternoon. Winds easing to west one-
zero to one-fi ve overnight. Cloudy, a 
few showers. Seas one to two metres. 
Outlook: moderate west winds back-
ing to strong southeast.”

Though young deckhands sought 
love at the infamous Surf Club, mar-
ried fi shermen often embraced the 
fantasy of the velvet-voiced “weather 
hottie,” who provided a much safer 
version of female companionship.

The northern boundary of Area 3 
is the U.S. border. 

The fi sh crossing this invisible 

Buyback programs and area 
licensing, all intended to reduce pres-
sure on the resource, have crippled 
the industry to the point where young 
fi shermen can’t afford to take part 
anymore and the average age of a 
gillnetter has risen to 55. 

Only the older fi shermen who 
have already paid for their boats and 
licences can afford to remain. 

Often, fi shing is all they know. 
“Too young to quit, too old to change” 
seems to be the motto for many whose 
retirement plans hinged on a lifetime 
of investment in suddenly devalued 
gear and licences.

Hope is fuel for a fi sherman and 

line are reputed to 
be more obese than 
and not as bright 
as their Canadian 
cousins. 

It’s late in the 
season for the Nass 
River and fi shermen 
are waiting expec-
tantly for an an-
nouncement that the 
areas to the south 
will open and give 
them an opportunity 
to chase the larger 
Skeena River sock-
eye runs. 

Like all fi sher-
ies, B.C. gillnetters 
are at the mercy 
of  Fisheries and 
Oceans Canada—
still known univer-
sally as the Depart-
ment of Fisheries 
and Oceans — for 
both fi shing time and 
the preservation of the resource. 

The industry is rife with accu-
sations of political interference and 
many fi shermen directly blame the 
DFO for mismanagement. 

Budget cuts, habitat destruction, 
pollution, unreliable science and com-
peting political interests have made 
DFO’s job a very diffi cult one and as 
they reacted to pressures in the indus-
try some mistakes were made. 

Commercial fi shermen have 
always been an obvious target when 
blame needs to be assigned for low 
spawning returns and DFO has con-
centrated their efforts in the last 15 
years or so on restructuring the Pacifi c 
salmon fl eet. 

Even when there’s no fish, there’s hope. Charlie Lee scanning 
for a sunken cork.

Continued next page
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as the clock edges closer to 6 a.m. 
there’s an electric anticipation in the 
air. 

Dad did fairly well the week 
before and to follow it up with another 
good opening would set the season on 
a successful course. 

After decades of this routine, I’m 
a little surprised to see that he still 
gets a thrill from fi shing as he calcu-
lates where to make his fi rst set.

Ask fi shermen what they like 
about it and they’ll tell you it’s about 
making money. 

Most won’t tell you that it’s how 
they make that money that sustains 
them through the rain and the wind 
and the long nights rolling around, 
trying to stay awake. 

My friend Josh Young said years 
ago that fi shing is the purest way of 
making a living he could think of. 

“I put my net in the water and 
then pull $10 bills out of it.”   

It’s why many who claim they 
can’t quit, don’t. 

By 6:10 a.m. the net is out, we’re 
tied on and Dad shuts the engine off. 

“Here fi shy, fi shy,” he sings as 
talk turns to breakfast. 

After crewing on a number of 
boats, I thought I knew how to make 
myself small. 

But this boat wasn’t designed for 
two men our size sharing the cooking 
duties and after being rammed one too 
many times with a drawer or fridge 
door, Dad retreats to his seat.

Diets don’t work on boats and, 
though the meals aren’t fancy, they’re 
rich and guaranteed to be high in fat.

A fellow crew member once 
put it this way: “It’s hot, brown and 
there’s lots of it.” 

To me, cooking meals on a boat 
isn’t done to stay alive; it’s just a di-
version from eating cookies.

After breakfast, we sip coffee 
and gossip, but fi shing isn’t always 
this civilized. 

Tides and wind often make it 
necessary to untie and “jog” so as not 
to disrupt how the net sits in the water. 

I was always relieved when we 
could fi nally kill the drone of the die-
sel engine and hang off the end. 

For fi shermen it’s a time to catch 
up on sleep, read or tend to nagging 
repairs.

On either side of us in half-mile 
increments there’s a half-dozen fi sher-
men, all from Pender Harbour. 

A strict protocol dictates how 
closely and where another fi shermen 
can set his or her net. 

“Corking” is the act of someone 
setting within a net length in front 
of you, thereby catching the salmon 
otherwise intended for your net. 

It seems easy to avoid but when 
there isn’t a lot of room, sometimes 
greed trumps etiquette and fi shermen 
clash.

The Sockeye salmon, prized for it’s firm red flesh, built the the BC coast. But at $1.50/
lb, soon it won’t be worth setting a net for.
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Just the previous week a Na-
tive guy from nearby Port Simpson 
rammed a Japanese fi shermen (fi shing 
stories always have to include race) 
for fi shing too close. 

It turns out the Native guy had 
some substance abuse and mental 
health issues and was forbidden from 
even operating a vessel. 

Luckily, the other fi sherman was 
OK and the damage fi xed in time for 
the next opening. 

After an hour, reports from an-
other fi sherman about a lot of “mud”, 
probably an algal bloom, prompt us 
to pick up. The results are less than 
encouraging. 

One sockeye is all that ignored 
the dark outlines of the “muddy” web, 
rendered all but useless by that and 
huge volumes of red and white jel-
lyfi sh. 

At $1.50 per pound for sockeye, 
we haven’t even paid for breakfast. 

“Yeah, this is the shits, you 
know,” says Glen Scoular, referring 
to a set that netted him only two pink 
salmon. 

“I’m thinking of going in and try 
to catch a halibut!”

At 10 cents per pound, a pink 
salmon is nothing more than a nui-
sance but few fi shermen have the 
heart to throw them away. 

It seems criminal that the market 
should ignore the value of such a tasty 
bit of protein but it costs too much in 
time, melted ice and added weight to 
derive any profi t in keeping it. 

As the industry founders in the 
face of global farm fi sh markets, the 
prices fi sh companies pay to the fi sh-
ermen haven’t really changed in more 
than 25 years. 

This devaluation is one of the 

greatest problems facing the industry 
says Dr. John Volpe, Assistant Profes-
sor of Marine Systems Restoration 
and Conservation in the School of 
Environmental Studies at the Univer-
sity of Victoria.

“The global marketplace for 
salmon has been saturated and so the 
largest threat the international salmon 
aquaculture industry has produced is 
that of the commoditization of salm-
on,”  he tells me on the phone from 

“#$%^&* pinkies!” This salmon takes just as much work as a sockeye but is worth only
35 cents. Imagine a gillnetter getting upset because he’s catching too many salmon.y

his UVIC offi ce. 
“Salmon used to be a seasonal 

delicacy… but no longer is salmon 
linked to rivers, coastlines, coastal 
communities or fi shermen. It is now 
simply a homogenous material prod-
uct that competes with chicken or 
pork for that place on your dinner 
plate.” 

“If a fi sherman were paid some-
thing even approaching the real value 

Continued next page 
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of their product, things would be bet-
ter,” Volpe says. 

“However, the challenge to that 
is the perception of the consumer that 
somehow they can have a wild, ir-
replaceable product for a really cheap 
price. It’s the Wal-Mart myth.” 

He says that’s something the fi sh 
farm industry continually tries to spin.

“When you attend aquaculture 
industry functions, trade shows or 
read publications for the industry, the 
contention that we can feed the world 
with farmed salmon goes without 
challenge. It’s ridiculous. It’s insane. 
It’s like saying we can feed the world 
by farming tigers.”

Farmed fi sh are fed pellets often 
made from fi sh protein mined from 
the sea fl oor in huge South American 
trawl nets. 

Aside from the environmental 
damage caused by dragging this heav-
ily weighted gear across the ocean 
bottom, it’s not an effi cient way to 
produce food. 

Depending on whom you talk to, 
it takes between 1.3 and three kilo-
grams of fi sh protein to produce one 
kilogram of farmed salmon protein. 

Wild salmon are no more effi -
cient, actually less so, but they follow 
natural cycles of feed that maintain an 
ecological balance. 

The main determinant of feed 
production for farmed salmon is 
profi t.

Within an hour and a half of 
opening, the panic is on as boats start 
“running all over” in the hope of fi nd-
ing fi sh, possibly suggesting someone 
has heard that fi shing is more produc-
tive elsewhere. 

Fishing is a mental game and the 
greatest danger is over-thinking. 

“Chasing caught fi sh” is a term 
used to describe a fi shermen moving 
to an area where the fi shing was good, 
only to fi nd they’re not there anymore.

“Something’s going on,” some-
one in our group says over the “pri-
vate” channel.

“I just saw four ’Nammers 
pickup and go screaming out.” 

He’s referring to the Vietnamese 
fi shermen from Prince Rupert who 
came into the industry in the 1980s 
and formed a formidable alliance. 

The Vietnamese fl eet, easily 
spotted with similar boats and rigging, 
seem to move around a lot. 

Fishermen like to come up with 
colourful names to describe every-
thing and the Vietnamese fl eet didn’t 

Changing times and markets now mean that gillnetters keep their catch in “slushed” fish holds to keep the product fresh. Twenty
years ago it would have been perfectly acceptable to store fish like this without ice or water. 

It’s called bullshitting and after 40 years of practice, you’d make it look easy too. Glen
Scoular, Stan Scoular and Charlie Lee talking fish.
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escape this habit. 
“Congers,” “Nammers” and “the 

Little People” are all common radio 
slang for the Vietnamese fl eet. 

Despite this racial division, the 
hostilities with white fi shermen in the 
late eighties and early nineties seem to 
be gone and the Vietnamese fi shermen 
have assimilated and thrived, much 
like the Japanese fi shermen before 
World War II. 

Language and culture is still a 
barrier but the hatred seems to have 
been replaced by a good-natured ac-
ceptance of each other’s idiosyncra-
sies.

The radio spews endless theories 
about why the fi shing is so poor and 
on this day, apparently everything’s 
wrong.  

The reasons are many and it’s 
not long before the superstitious in the 
group are even blaming the innocent 
observer on the Pender Breeze. 

Luckily for me, the fi shing picks 
up a bit through the day and we sal-
vage expenses.

Back at the Rushbrook govern-
ment fl oats in Prince Rupert, it’s hard 
not to be struck by the prevailing 
sense of doom. 

No longer do you see raucous 
parties of young fi shermen celebrating 
on the decks of their rafted boats. In 
fact, I’m one of the youngest people 
to be seen. 

There’s a lot of buzz about 
Campbell River fi sherman Jimmy 
Williams selling his boat and licence. 

There’s a sense of awe at the 
bugger’s luck.

 He claims that the Jodie Lynn 
was the right boat for the right guy 
at the right time so he put his licence 
into the buyback program. 

Williams, in his seventies, is 
fi nished fi shing for good and will 
fi nalize the details, store the gear he 
intends to keep on another boat and 
travel south on the ferry by the end of 
the week. But Williams isn’t as lucky 
as he thought. 

A few days after celebrating his 
departure from fi shing, he learns the 
licence buyback fell through. 

This scraps the whole deal and 
now he’s stuck fi shing the rest of the 
season, uncertain if this was his last 
chance to get out clean.

With a few hundred other boats 
in Prince Rupert harbour, all with ag-
ing owners, it doesn’t take an econo-
mist to foresee there’ll soon be a glut 
of licences and boats on the market, 
reducing their value even further. 

In a high capital industry like 
fi shing, this poses a problem for any 
fi sherman who planned on retiring on 
the equity built over a lifetime. 

Boats built for hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars even 10 years ago are 
worth a fraction of that now. 

Many seem to have given up.
“It’s done,” one fi sherman says 

bitterly.
 “They wanted us out and the 

sonsabitches won.”
Despite the overwhelming chal-

lenges faced in making their voices 
heard above the political static, fi sh-
ermen can’t shirk the fact that they 
themselves are partially responsible 
for failing to preserve their salmon 
culture. 

But fi shermen aren’t much in-
clined to dabble in politics or follow 
global economics. 

They’re romantics, often surviv-
ing on the belief that the next set will 
change everything. 

When you deal with forces like 
wind and tide, that belief may be just 
as effective as anything else.

This gear, and the fishermen who have invested a lifetime into it, face an increasingly 
uncertain future.
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