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big fish do weird things 
to people. And by big fish I mean really big 
fish. They affect some part of our reptilian 
brains and account for the manic popu-
larity of television shows like Shark Week, 
River Monsters and Hillbilly Handfishin’. 
This prehistoric connection overrides ratio-
nal thought and amps up our adrenaline 
levels — which is exactly what happened to 
me when I first heard about Big Bertha.

I’ve never given a second thought to 
swimming in Kootenay Lake, unless it’s 
February, but when Nelson-based fish 
biologist Sarah Stephenson showed me a 
photo of the dinosaur she hauled up from 
the depths near Creston last April, I froze. 
“That monster lives in the lake?” I asked. 
She told me not to worry as it was harmless 
to humans, but this fish was important. In 
fact, given that its kin are no longer success-
fully breeding in the wild, this fish could 
impact the future of its species.

Big Bertha is the nickname of the 10-foot 
Kootenay white sturgeon that weighs over 
350 pounds, roughly the size of a full-grown 
female alligator. Its age is estimated between 
80 and 100 years and it’s the largest and 
oldest fish of its kind ever caught. Yes, there 
are larger white sturgeon in the province, 
but the local population — which exists in 
the Kootenay River system from Duncan 
Dam, north of Kaslo, to Kootenay Falls in 
Montana — is unique because since the last 
Ice Age they’ve been isolated from the ocean 
by a natural barrier at Bonnington Falls. 
In other words, they were corralled 10,000 
years before the first hydro dam was ever 
built. The white sturgeon’s scientific name is 
Acipenser transmontanus, which means the 
“sturgeon over the mountains.”  

Like many of the 26 species of sturgeons 
that have survived since the Paleozoic era, 
the Kootenay population has been threat-
ened by overfishing and habitat change in 
the last century. Their dire straits were first 
noticed in the 1970s when Montana closed 
its sturgeon fishery, and in 1994, when 
British Columbia and Idaho followed suit. 
At one time there were an estimated 7,000 
wild adults in Kootenay Lake. Today that 
number is closer to 1,000. What’s worse: 

not one is producing offspring.
This is why the Kootenai Tribe of 

Idaho started an aquaculture program 
with funding from the Bonneville Power 
Administration — the American federal 
agency that markets hydroelectric power in 
the Pacific Northwest. The Tribe fertilizes 
sturgeon eggs at a hatchery and 12 to18 
months later populates the river system 
with juveniles. Today there are a myriad of 
organizations helping out. “We’ve been the 
lead instigator [of the hatchery program],” 
says Shawn Young, a fish biologist with 
the Tribe. “But once the fish are released, 
monitoring is done by Idaho Fish and 
Game, Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks, 
the US Fish and Wildlife Service, and the 
BC Ministry of Forests, Lands and Natural 
Resource Operations.”

Despite this complex bureaucracy, the 
aquaculture program seems to be working 
well: over 220,000 hatchery juveniles have 
been released into the Kootenay River sys-
tem since 1990, and 1,000 of those released 
fish are caught annually as part of the 
monitoring program. But this doesn’t mean 
we’re going to see another local sturgeon 
fishery in the next few years, because the 
bigger concern is that the current wild adult 
population is not successfully reproducing. 
Which is where Big Bertha comes in.

In April 2014, Sarah Stephenson and fel-
low BC ministry employee Val Evans were 
in their boat near Creston angling for stur-
geon as part of their annual adult sampling 
program. They are two of only a handful of 
people in the country who are allowed to do 
this on Kootenay Lake — the white sturgeon 
here are federally listed as endangered, so if 
you try to catch one you face jail time and a 
huge fine. Evans remembers they hadn’t had 
much luck in the previous two weeks and 
were getting frustrated. “Sarah said some-
thing like, ‘Just one more cast.’ And I said, 
‘What’s the point?’ And then she caught a 
monster. It was unbelievable! Like a fairy-
tale creature.” 

They were using a heavyweight halibut 
rod, with a 150-pound test line and a 
baited, barbless circle hook. It took them  
40 minutes to reel it in. They had to switch 

KOOGOPOGO
As long as an alligator and with the hide of a prehistoric pachyderm, she  
has lurked the Kootenay River system since before World War I. How a 
certain super-sized sturgeon is helping scientists in Montana, Idaho and 
British Columbia understand the very uncertain fate of these deep dinosaurs.

By Vince Hempsall

THERE AND  
BACK AGAIN
Using 80 receivers deployed throughout Kootenay 
Lake and Kootenay River, scientists from the British 
Columbia Ministry of Forests, Lands and Natural 
Resource Operations are able to track tagged fish 
over a span of 300 kilometres. They then cross-
reference data with colleagues in Idaho and Montana 
to study their movements. Big Bertha is one of 170 
sturgeon in these waters with an active tag, which 
works by reflecting sonic “pings.” Receivers can 
detect tagged fish up to a kilometre away.
 

Five trips from the 
Creston Delta to 
the US border

Two trips as far as 
Woodbury point

Big Bertha travels  
over 1,100 kilometres 
in six months.
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whale of a tail 
Provincial fish biologist Sarah Stephenson and Big Bertha 
get jiggy with it in Kootenay Lake’s spring shallows. Note the 
formidable fish stretcher on the back of Sarah’s boat. 

Ph
ot

o:
 B

C 
M

in
is

tr
y 

of
 F

or
es

ts
, L

an
ds

 a
nd

 N
at

ur
al

 R
es

ou
rc

e 
O

pe
ra

ti
on

s



summer 2015    K M C     91

off twice because their arms were so 
exhausted. “Sturgeon are really powerful,” 
Stephenson says, “but after tiring out they 
become super docile, which is great for us 
scientists.” When they finally got Bertha 
beside the boat, they realized their onboard 
crane maxed out at 250 pounds and they 
were in danger of capsizing. So they slowly 
made their way to shore and examined the 
fish just off the beach. 

The fish measured 332 centimetres 
from tip to tail and its skin was about 10 
centimetres thick: four times thicker than 
an elephant’s. They estimated its weight to 
be over 350 pounds and determined it was 
a female given its shape and size. Then, and 
most importantly, they inserted a sonic tag 
into the specimen.

That tag is crucial because the telemetry 
buoys set up along the length of Kootenay 
Lake and upstream in the river have moni-
tored her movements since Stephenson and 
Evans caught her last April. In the first six 

months, they discovered she travelled an 
astounding 255 kilometres from Creston to 
Balfour to the US border, back to Balfour 
and then to Woodbury. 

What they’re really hoping, though, is 
that her actions and spawning habits help 
explain why wild eggs are not surviving 
through the larval life stage. All Kootenay 
sturgeon breed near Bonners Ferry, Idaho, 
at the south end of the lake, but the females 
do so about every five years and only after 
they’ve reached an age of 35. Perhaps larval 
health is being affected by the substrate on 
which they lay their eggs? Or maybe it’s the 
water temperature or changing flows from a 
dam-operated system? More than a few the-
ories are possible, but one thing’s clear: with 
a little luck, a 10-foot, 350-pound monster 
named Bertha will help solve the mysteries.

Vince Hempsall is a writer living in Nelson, 
British Columbia. The largest fish he’s ever 
caught was a guppy in a net while cleaning 
an aquarium.

IN THROUGH 
THE TROUT DOOR

The baseline of the Kootenay freshwater life 
cycle is populated by millions of one particu-
larly beautiful yet hardy fish: the trout. Close 
relative to both salmon and char, trout is the 
common name for nearly 50 different species 
of freshwater fish that belong to the genera 
Oncorhynchus, Salmo and Salvelinus, part of 
the sub family of Salmoniae, which in turn is 

part of the family Salmonidae. The Kootenays 
represents one of North America’s strongholds 
when it comes to trout populations. From the 
diminutive, once-omnipresent Kokanee to the 
almighty Gerrard — the largest species of rain-
bow trout in the world — here’s a factual look 
at the dominant species that make Kootenay 
waters so lively. 

bull trout (Salvelinus confluentus)
Adult range in length: 50 to 75 centimetres, maximum 100 centimetres
Adult range in weight: 2 to 9 kilograms, maximum 15 kilograms

rainbow trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss)
Adult range in length: 30 to 75 centimetres, maximum 90 centimetres
Adult range in weight: 1 to 7 kilograms, maximum 9 kilograms

kokanee (Oncorhynchus nerka)
Adult range in length: 20 to 25 centimetres, maximum 60 centimetres
Adult range in weight: 0.1 to 0.2 kilograms, maximum 4.5 kilograms

Kokanee feed almost exclusively on zooplank-
ton, tiny aquatic animals ranging in size from a 
pinprick to that of a small fish hook. They are 
land-locked Sockeye salmon, and while they 
get their name from Kokanee Glacier, natural 
populations are found from California to Alaska 
and in northeast Asia.

After they spend three to five years avoiding 
death by every other fish species in their shared 

waterworld—large rainbow and bull trout like 
to eat at least two adult-sized Kokanee every 
day—as well as evading eagles, osprey and land 
mammals like minx, Kokanee spawn in tributary 
streams or along the lakeshore. The number of 
eggs deposited by a single female depends on 
her size, but numbers from about 370 to 1,800 
have been reported. After they spawn, they die.

Rainbow trout mainly eat leeches, crustaceans, 
mollusks and insects. The larger rainbows, like 
the Gerrard, are piscivorous, meaning they eat 
fish as their main source of food. Rainbow trout 
usually spawn for the first time in their third 
or fourth year. In the larger piscivorous fish, 

maturity is delayed. If food and conditions are 
healthy, most mature individuals spawn every 
year, with most rainbows living between six to 
nine years. The largest rainbow trout ever caught 
in British Columbia weighed almost 24 kilograms 
and came from Jewel Lake, near Grand Forks.

Bull trout are endemic to Western Canada and 
the US Pacific Northwest. Often confused with 
the Dolly Varden, a type of char found in British 
Columbia’s coast and far north, bull trout, also a 
char, represent another significant player in the 
Kootenay trout milieu. 

Young bull trout feed on zooplankton, zoo-
benthos and chironomids. As they grow larger, 

they begin to feed heavily upon other fish. They 
can either be migratory or live their entire lives 
in the same body of water. Bull trout reach 
sexual maturity at between four and seven years 
of age and are known to live as long as 12 years.

The largest recorded bull trout captured, from 
Lake Pend Oreille, Idaho, was 100 centimetres 
long and weighed 15 kilograms. 

THE FISH MEASURED 332 
CENTIMETRES FROM TIP TO 
TAIL AND ITS SKIN WAS ABOUT 
10 CENTIMETRES THICK: FOUR 
TIMES THICKER THAN AN 
ELEPHANT’S. THEY ESTIMATED 
ITS WEIGHT TO BE OVER 350 
POUNDS AND DETERMINED 
IT WAS A FEMALE GIVEN ITS 
SHAPE AND SIZE.
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