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A Message from The Land Between

Leora Berman
The American Eel was a manna. Its depletion across the world and outright
disappearance from The Land Between region is significant, heralding a new
chapter in our reality.
The decline of its population and the displacement of this fish, from
areas where it was the most abundant of all species, parallels the distancing and
sometimes complete removal of our relationship to the land. The lack of connection
to the land weakens our insight, experience, and preparedness, effecting our
culture and ultimately our wellbeing.
The American Eel was medicinal, nutritious, and plentiful. Its presence
provided health, wealth, and vitality. It was a testament to the provisions granted
by Spirit since time immemorial.
The disappearance of the American Eel, therefore, is a call to attention and
an appeal to action. With awareness, knowledge and understanding even small
steps taken are impactful. Shifts in our habits and habitats can heal the wounds to
the environment and our relationship to it, supporting our welfare and those of
future generations. It is possible that our collective acts will even entice the return
of this magnificent gift.

A Foreword from the Author
Julie Henry

The first time-and last time- I saw an American Eel in the wild was in 2008
while working with the Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry (MNRF) near
Sarnia, Ontario on Lake Huron. I was on a commercial fishing vessel that pulled the
Eel in with a very large trap net.
The Eel was about 3.5 feet long and quite stout. I remember being amazed
at it’s strength, it was almost impossible to hold. Today that rare sighting is over 8
years old, and I feel very fortunate to have observed an Eel in my lifetime.
As I was gathering the materials to summarize this project, I wanted to
communicate to those reading this, the admiration that I felt towards the American
Eel that day.
It is my sincere hope that many others will get the chance to observe Eel’s
in the waters of The Land Between with regularity one day. The American Eel has
evolved from an abundant and omni-presence in our waters, to a mysterious and
illusive creature; running the risk of fading from our memories unnoticed.
I feel I have a responsibility as a person who loves and respects the outdoors
to do what I can to make sure this does not happen. I hope you feel the same way
after exploring this booklet.

A Foreword from the Researcher

Joshua Skinner

I have explored the biology, history and value of the American Eel over the
period of 4 months; conducting interviews with First Nation Elders, biologists and
local fishermen. I have discovered humanity’s potential to both create and destroy
our linkages with our natural environment, and that these relationships to the earth
are what shapes and informs our cultural and spiritual identity.
The American Eel is a unique and mysterious fish whose prevalence in the
landscape was in harmony with The Land Between. It has taken less than a century
to extirpate a species that was present from a prehistoric era; less than a century
to remove something Given to First Nations Peoples by the Creator; a source of
livelihood, and spiritual connection to their Faith.
It’s fitting to feel a sense of loss for the decline of the American Eel
population, but this loss should be used to motivate and inspire stewardship in
the region. Stewardship not only helps the environment in retaining its capacity
to renew itself and provide abundant ecosystem services, but it also helps build
a community that is founded on strong relationships and participation, and the
principles of sustainability. If there exists any hope for the return of the American
Eel to the region, these are the prerequisites for it to do so.

The Land Between is vast; extending west from Muskoka
and southern Parry Sound to Kingston Ontario. The Land
Between is a transition zone between the Canadian Shield and
the St. Lawrence Lowlands. It is called an ‘ecotone’, and is
defined as a transition area between distinct ecoregions. A
meeting place of habitats, species, people and communities.
Nestled within the heart of Central Ontario and ‘cottage
country’, the Land Between ecotone has rugged limestone,
granite barrens, meadows, savannah and alvar grasslands that
create a mosaic of rare and diverse habitats. Too, with
abundant lakes, rivers, and wetlands, the Land Between has
the highest percentage of shoreline to land area in Ontario.
The Land Between supplies water to a majority of southern
Ontario, but without soils as buffers, water quality is fragile.
In addition to it’s splendid natural beauty, The Land
Between has a diverse cultural heritage: It is a meeting place
of Great Nations, and the site of an ancient and traditional
travel corridor marked by sacred petroglyphs and
pictographs. Post-contact settlement in lieu of succesful
agricultural potential, resulted in another unique creative
economy of bartering , trades and entrepreneurship. Today,
it's a meeting of city and country; a place loved by residents,
cottagers, tourists and visitors.

“The Land Between” is also a National non-government
charity carrying the same name of the landscape.
Identifying and managing this large region and its
ecological diversity was a primary challenge for the charity,
because typical management boundaries are assigned to
areas with homogeneous features or singular characteristics,
and therefore the whole Land Between ecotone was
overlooked by planning authorities.
Because the region lies on the edge of Ontario Ministry of
Natural Resource and Forestry (MNRF) jurisdictional
boundaries and beyond most Ontario Conservation Authority
(CA) areas, fragmented planning responsibilities resulted.
Together with the lack of recognition, came limited capacity
for stewardship and conservation.
Therefore the organization has moved quickly to gather
and unify groups and resources in order to characterize the
region, understand its functions and its value, to lead
conservation efforts where most need, and to detect changes.
Faced with hastening threats from increased
development, and also with limited natural features to buffer
against pollution and changes that result for development,
this landsape and its wildlife and functions are increasingly
vulnerable, and yet all the more important for our collective
future and wellbeing.
It is the aim of The Land Between organization to identify
stressors, build a knowledge base for the region, and to build
capacity; to bring together different sectors and groups in a
common dialogue and to highlight shared interests and
foster conservation. Through mindful planning and collective
forethought, sustainable management of this region is still
possible.

The Land Between
The Land Between organization has a
commitment to fostering an understanding of
the region’s cultural and environmental
challenges through 7 roads or pathways.
By documenting oral history and historical
occurrences of Eel, The Land Between can assist
recovery efforts through several of these roads;
including cultural conservation and
biodiversity.
The American Eel (Anguilla rostrata)
was, integral to the people,
practices, and identity of
The Land Between.
The American Eel
represented
the highest quantity of
biological mass in the
region, resolving its
disappearance
must be a
priority.

and the American Eel
The Land Between organization
hopes to raise awareness
of the ecology, cultural
significance and importance
of the American Eel
to the people of The Land
Between and beyond.
Indigenous
knowledge, when
married with science,
provides a complete
understanding of
natural resources,
to support ecosystem
management, and the recovery of
species such as the American Eel
The Land Between promotes the involvement
and power of the individual. Your recognition
and awareness is key to finding solutions to 		
the challenges facing The Land Between and the
American Eel.

Understanding
The American eel (Anguilla rostrate) is known by many names (Atlantic eel,

bronze eel, common eel, Easgann and more) due to its complex development,
importance to many people/cultures and wide geographic distribution.

The American Eel’s range spans from the western Atlantic Ocean to the

Caribbean Sea, north to Greenland and Iceland. This range includes the
Sargasso Sea near Bermuda, where the American Eel spawns. Historically, the
American Eel was found in all Canadian estuaries, fresh and marine waters
connected to the Atlantic Ocean; from Niagara Falls to the mid-Labrador coast.
With the greatest range of any fish species in North America, the American Eel
supported major commercial, recreational, and Indigenous fisheries.

Appearance

American Eel
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Diet

• The American Eel has an elongated, tapered body
with distinctive fins outlining the back, tail and
belly.
• American Eels have thick lips and a jutting lower
jaw.
• Adult Female eels can grow up to 1 metre, while
adult males grow up to 0.4 metres in length.
• The American Eel is covered with a mucous layer,
which makes the eel appear to smooth despite
having very small scales.
• Larvae eels are transparent (glass eels) with a leaflike shape.
• Juvenile (yellow eel) colouration varies with
yellow, green or olive-brown on the belly and a
dark back. Adults (silver eels) are grey-silver with a
light coloured belly.

• American Eel larvae are believed to feed primarily
on dead and decaying matter.
• Glass eels and elvers’ consume insect larvae.
• Juvenile’s yellow eels are primarily benthic
(bottom of a lake, sea, or ocean), using rock, sand,
mud, wood and vegetation for protection and
cover. Yellow eels feed at night and are know to eat
small fish, mollusks, insects and crustaceans.
• Adult silver eels do not feed during the spawning
migration.

American Eel
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the American Eel

American Eel Life cycle
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Life Cycle
•

The American Eel inhabits a variety of marine and freshwater habitats

over the course of its development.
•
The American Eel begins its life in the Sargasso Sea where Adults gather
to spawn.
•
Roughly 7 days after being deposited, American Eel eggs hatch and the
new larvae ‘Leptocephalus’ are moved by Gulf Stream currents to the Western
Atlantic Ocean.
•
Once in Western Atlantic waters eels grow into transparent ‘glass eels’.
•
At 3-12 months American Eels migrate to coastal/continental marine
environments and are called ‘elvers’. As elvers’ develop, they may choose to
stay in coastal waters or migrate up streams and rivers. Eel’s can travel up to 15
kilometers a day and may travel as far as 6,000 kilometres to reach The Land
Between.
•
During juvenile development, Eels often develop a yellow colouration
on their belly and are called ‘yellow eels’; which denotes thickening skin and
sexual differentiation.
•
At 4-20 years of age, eels develop into ‘silver eels’ or adult eels that are
able to migrate back to their Sargasso Sea spawning grounds. Adults mate
randomly and die after spawning.

The Vast Importance
The historic abundance of the American Eel and its extirpation from The Land Between merits a
spotlight and the attention of Canadians.

The American Eel holds an

import cultural and historic place
within Indigenous communities in
Canada.
In Mi’kmaq, the American Eel
is known as ‘kat’, the Algonquin’s
call the Eel ‘pimizi’, the Ojibwe call it
‘bimizi’, the Seneca call it ‘goda:noh’
and the Cree ‘kinebikoinkosew’.
The eel is very rich in omega-3
fatty acids, and played a vital role
within the diet of indigenous
people of The Land Between.

Pipe Stem from Gull River, Ontario
Image Credit: Trent Valley
Archives

An abundant and reliable

food source, the Eel brought
peoples who would war with each
other to peace, and created
friendships out of those that were
foreign. Archaeological evidence
of Eels dates back 4000 years in
The Land Between.

Eels were also important to

Eel Weir in Nova Scotia, Canada
Image Credit: Wolfeville
University, Elder Albert
Marshall

early European settlers. A Jesuit
Relation of 1634 documented
the contribution of eels in Ontario
waters to St. Lawrence River
fisheries in Quebec: “It is thought
that this great abundance is
supplied by some lakes in the
country farther north, which,
discharging their waters here,
makes us a present of this manna
that nourishes us …”

of the American Eel
American Eels once supported

a multi-million-dollar fishery in
Ontario and Quebec.
During the 1980s and early
1990s, American Eels were one
of the three most important
commercially harvested species
from Lake Ontario, at times
amounting to 50% of the total
harvest value.

Eel Captured in 1949 at Lake Kamaniskeg, Ontario
Image Credit: Carla Salvator

The bulk of todays harvest

is exported to a global market,
particularly to Western Europe and
Asia where they are smoked, jellied,
marinated, and served raw as sushi.
As the numbers and the supply of
eels vanish, prices and demand for
these products are rising.

Eel Caught in Algonquin Park, Ontario
Image Credit: Trent Valley Archives

Connections
The American Eel was a link to the natural environment
and Indigenous spirit. By sharing our stories and knowledge of
the American Eel within The Land Between, we can promote
the actions and steps needed to invite its return.
The American Eel serves as an example of how everything
is connected. No human or creature stands alone. What we
choose to do to the air, water and soil will ripple through
the environment and touch everything. The American Eel
is a spiritual link to the environment; a reflection of how the
natural world feeds our body, minds and hearts and how our
actions affects this footing.
Knowing that the American Eel is a key to achieving
a balance and to finding knowledge, understanding and
awareness of our place within the natural world. The goal
of re-establishing the species is vital for future generations.
Individuals have the power, through their choices, actions and
participation to ensure that The American Eel returns to The
Land Between.
All parts of the fish were used and cherished. The
American Eel had the highest Omega-3 content of any fish,
providing sustenance and unparalleled nourishment in times
of scarcity. Its sticky stretchy skin would shrink as it dried and
was used as casts for broken bones and as brace supports
for wrists, arms, shins and ankles of warriors or hunters. The
American eel even provided important components of tools
and objects. Its skin was used to fasten together the ends of
bark canoes, and provided the grips for archery bows.

and Medicine

Bimizi in The Land Between
Murray Whetung
1927
Curve Lake
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• In 1927 Murray
Whetung’s friend Tommy
Tailor used Eel skin to
make a soft handle for his
bow.
• Tommy cut about 6
inches of Eel skin and
then pulled and stretched
the skin to fit the handle
of the bow.
• As the Eel skin dried it
hardened and fastened
onto the bow, making it
strong and leather-like.

Mike Whetung
1980
Young’s Point
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• One early spring night
in 1980, Mike Whetung
went for a swim near an
abandoned hydroelectric
dam close to Young’s
Point.
• Mike remembers
counting at least 6 Eels
that night.
• The Eels would scatter as
soon as they sensed you
near them in the water.

The Great Disappearance
Canadian American Eel populations first began to dwindle in the Ottawa River and Trent
River/Kawartha Lakes.

American Eel Mortality from Hydroelectric Turbines
Image Credit: Bill Allen

• In the 1980’s a dramatic
drop in the numbers of
juvenile eels migrating
to Lake Ontario from
the Sargasso Sea was
observed, resulting in
fewer adults maturing in
Canadian waters.
• Due to the complex life
cycle of the American
Eel, declines were almost
imperceptible over many
decades until the global
population was only a
shadow of what it used
to be.
• American Eel found in
Ontario are exclusively
female, and therefore
the largest and most
fertile of the global
population, making
the eel’s disappearance
from the land between
especially concerning.

Hydroelectric Dam and Power Station
Image Credit: Ontario Visual Heritage

• The long life span
and vast migration of
American eel, exposes
them to a wide range of
forces influencing their
numbers.
• Barriers such as dams
prevent the migration of
the American Eel back to
spawning areas and to
key freshwater habitats.
• Eels migrating
downstream can face
mortality by turbines
within hydroelectric
dams.
• Invasive parasites,
climatic change and
shifting oceanographic
conditions have also
contributed to the
decline of the American
Eel.
• These cumulative
effects limit Canadian
populations of American
Eel and result in a
substantial impact on
global populations.

American Eel
Image Credit: Bill Allen

• Over exploitation from
commercial fishing,
effects of contaminants
and pollutants, affect
survival and breeding of
the American Eel.
• Due to declines
in the American Eel
populations in Canadian
waters, commercial and
recreational fisheries
in Ontario were closed
in 2004 and 2005
respectively.
• In 2012 The American
Eel was designated as
“Threatened” by the
Committee on the
Status of Endangered
Wildlife in Canada
(COSEWIC). In Ontario,
the American Eel is
listed as “Endangered”
under the 2007 Ontario
Endangered Species Act.
• In addition to the
cultural and economic
impact felt by the
decline of the American
Eel, the full impact on
other fish species and
biodiversity has yet to
be fully recognized or
understood.

The Future of

American Eel
Image Credit: Rob MacGregor

the American Eel
The American eel is a fundamental species integral for our biodiversity
and an integral part of our natural heritage. Ensuring the sustainability of the
American Eel is a highly complex endeavor that requires international and
multi-jurisdictional coordination and which is fostered by local support.
Despite acknowledgments by Provincial bodies and the Committee on
the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSWIC) as a species in peril, the
Eel has yet to receive Federal protection under the Canadian Species at Risk
Act (SARA).
Current North American recovery measures include: further reducing
or eliminating harvests, improving passage downstream at hydro-electric
facilities, installing eel ladders to improve upstream passage at dams and
barriers and stocking in the St. Lawrence River, Lake Ontario and Lake
Champlain.
Together, we can help to collect information and document a
fundamental portion of the species for future generations.
The biological importance of this one species within The Land Between
is eloquently summarized by John Casselman, a long-time researcher of the
American Eel and Professor at Queens University:
“Well the interesting thing is that this particular species has been around
for a 125 million years, unchanged...now we have a footprint, and that footprint is on the
American Eel ... we are losing our association with this mysterious animal.
It’s a Bellwether species of the aquatic environment. The Aquatic environment
is in fact an accumulation of everything on the land. The point is that if we affect things
on the land they are effecting things in the aquatic environment...We need to look at the
creatures in the water. There is no better fish species to describe as a functional organism
for what we’re doing to the aquatic environment.”

A Time
The dialogue that the American Eel necessitates encourages education
and also the reconciliation of differences between the settler Canadians
and Indigenous Peoples. By exploring and discussing solutions to the
disappearance of the American Eel, all Canadians can learn from the past
in a way that can enlighten us in how to coexist, share and respect the
environment we live within. The story of the American Eel displays how actions
against the environment are synonymous with actions against the people that
live within an environment.
The history of the American Eel within the Land Between allows us the
opportunity to examine the culture and spirituality of Indigenous peoples in a
way that exacts new understanding and respect.
By making the choice to embrace diverse knowledge and narratives we
benefit from a full understanding of all life in The Land Between.
The significance of preserving native species for our collective cultural
identities and our spiritual health is described by Shirley Williams, an expert in
Traditional Knowledge and Professor at Trent University:
“...every part of that animal is used, even the skin, the meat, the bones; and you
sacrifice it to the spirits...in order to have a feast that’s including the spirit that you’re
going to eat. You’re grateful for the food that’s been given to you and provided for you
and the Earth.”
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of Choice

What Can Be Done

Glass American Eel
Image Credit: Bill Allen

How Can You Help?
Tell Your Story:
Preserving details on how Eels were used and observed in daily life if very important. If you, or
someone you know has a story or pictures of an Eel(s) within the Land Between, please contact us
so we can document it for future generations. No story or observation is too small.
Stewardship:
All actions, small or large, are important: Whether limiting pollutants from entering the water
at your home, keeping natural buffers and shorelines, reducing wakes and keeping gasoline
from entering rivers and lakes, participating in stewardship and knowledge-sharing networks,
or even simply being curious and aware; all these have an energy and impact to attract back our
biodiversity.
Donate:
The Land Between is a Nationally Registered Charity. The Land Between relies entirely on
donations, sales, grants and sponsorship for its operations. Donations can help us deliver
important research, education and collaborative projects. Donations are accompanied by an
attractive gift from The Land Between in recognition of the valuable support received.
Volunteer:
Help us build relationships and share knowledge. Volunteers can work on individual projects,
participate in larger ongoing programs, or support The Land Between by raising awareness
and sharing information with others. Check out the Land Between website for ongoing
volunteer opportunities.
Explore:
Acquaint yourself with the species and spaces found within The Land Between. Explore dynamic
histories, geology, ancient trails and hidden treasures. Be inspired as you journey with the
experts in a virtual tour of the Land Between. Download the free Land Between App for your
own enjoyment or as a great interactive educational tool. Learn more at http://
www.thelandbetween.ca/touring-around/
Sponsor:
The Land Between has over 40 partners, with multi-level collaborative initiatives that ensure
significant impact and meaningful relationships. We take the time to tailor sustainable,
accountable and innovative projects. By sponsoring a project, you can help establish a
progressive way forward and build a strong relationship with The Land Between.

Contact Us:
For more information on the opportunities outlined above please
contact us!
The Land Between
Charity #805849916RR0001
P.O. Box 1368,
Haliburton, ON, KOM 1S0
(705) 457-4838

tlb@thelandbetween.ca
www.thelandbetween.ca

For More Information, or to
Find Out How You Can Help
Visit:
www.thelandbetween.ca

