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Introduction
The purpose of this booklet is to provide an easy-to-use identification 

guide to the common fish species of the North Slope and Arctic coast 
of Alaska. Another intent is to provide the Iñupiat names (using Barrow 
spellings), when available, as well as English common names, to help 
settle confusion regarding identification of these species. The Iñupiat 
names, like scientific names, are usually quite specific and non-ambig-
uous (i.e., one name for one species) while the English common names 
tend to be confusing and duplicative. For some marine species, common 
or local names do not exist. The marine fishes included in this guide are 
common species that are fished (e.g., Arctic cod) or regularly seen as part 
of fishing (e.g., Arctic flounder). Also included are some unusual marine 
fish that have been snagged in nets or cast ashore in storms, such as the 
wolffishes. Much of the descriptive information in this guide is found in 
greater detail in James E. Morrow’s “The Freshwater Fish of Alaska1,” a 
fine book now out of print. Other excellent guides include: “Freshwater 
Fishes of Northwestern Canada and Alaska2” by J. D. McPhail and C.C 
Lindsey, and the “Pacific Fishes of Canada18” by J. L. Hart (both pub-
lished by the Fisheries Research Board of Canada, Department of Fisher-
ies and Oceans DFO; also out of print). The new “Fishes of Alaska” 
by Mecklenburg et al, (2002), is now the best reference for identifying 
Alaskan fish. Many of the line illustrations in this guide are from those 
publications, and are reproduced under a one-time agreement with DFO 
Canada; others were done by M. Johnson.

Fish Use on the North Slope
Any Iñupiat elder will tell you that fish is an important subsistence 

resource on the Slope, and that the Iñupiat have fished as long as anyone 
can remember. Fishing patterns of North Slope fishermen are adapted to 
the life histories of the fish species sought. The roughly 22 species that 
they harvest are available in different areas and seasons depending on 
their spawning, overwintering and feeding behavior.

The old literature makes some references to fishing on the Slope. In 
the 1850s, Rochfort Maguire, commander of the HMS Plover, described 
fishing patterns of people in the now-abandoned village of Nuvuk3 (Point 
Barrow). Back then, villagers fished for Arctic cod along the beach in 
all seasons, netted whitefish and salmon in summer, and traveled inland 
in the fall to catch whitefish in spawning and overwintering areas. These 
practices have been passed on and remain essentially unchanged. Farther 
east along the Colville River, Vilhjalmur Stefansson wrote in 1907, “several 



Eskimo families camped where the Itkillik River meets the 
Colville had commenced to lay up several tons of fish4.” This 
area, Itkillitpaat, is still fished by Nuiqsut residents. Although 
abundances of the important subsistence species have fluctu-
ated through time, fish remain a steady food resource for the 
North Slope Iñupiat. 

Broad whitefish, a favorite fish on the North Slope, spawn 
in late September and October and are gill netted in rivers 
during spawning runs and subsequent migrations to over-
wintering areas. Arctic cisco, another important subsistence 
species, also spawn in freshwater but overwinter in brackish 
river deltas. The Colville River Delta is the largest known over-
wintering site and most productive fall fishing area for ciscos in 
the Alaskan portion of the Beaufort Sea coast. In some typical 
years, up to 20 tons are taken there by subsistence and com-
mercial fishermen. Arctic grayling overwinter in stream pools 
(qaglu) often far upstream from the deltas. They are particularly 
vulnerable to harvest at such times, which is when most are 
taken5.

All five species of Pacific salmon have been recorded in 
coastal waters of the North Slope in the summer6. Catches in 
nearshore marine waters peak in late July through mid-August. 
Chum and pink salmon are by far the most common and are 
established spawners in several Chukchi Sea and Beaufort Sea 
drainages. Chinook salmon are uncommon but are taken regu-
larly in coastal waters and in a few of the North Slope rivers. 
Only a few records for coho salmon exist for the North Slope, 
and are considered strays. Sockeye are uncommon but are 
increasing in numbers in recent years.

Marine fish, such as Arctic cod, do not venture into rivers 
and streams. Arctic cod are associated with sea ice and are 
taken by jigging through cracks and along ice floes in shallow 
coastal waters. They are available year round but are taken 
primarily in fall and winter.

An unusual trait of all Arctic fish is their extended life 



Preparation
North Slope residents typically use the following methods to 

prepare fish for eating:

  -  Quaq (frozen). Fish like Arctic cisco (Qaaktaq) are often eaten raw 
frozen as quaq. First, the skin is removed. Whitefish skin is tough and 
usually pulls off in large pieces. Then the muscle is split off the back-
bone. The frozen meat is often dipped in seal oil.  

  -  Qalatchiaq (boiling). The fish is cut into sections and boiled, skin 
still intact. Large broad whitefish are often boiled or baked, although it 
is common to eat large females with eggs (suvak) as quaq.

  -  Pivsi (dried). Another frequent preparation is dried fillets or pivsi. 
During summer, broad whitefish are air dried during the few relatively 
warm days of June and July. The fish is filleted leaving the skin at-
tached at the tail. Then the meat is scored (transversely) with a shallow 
knife stroke and hung on a rack. No salt is used. Drying takes 2 to 5 
days depending on weather.  

  -  Uqsrukuaqlugu (frying). The large meaty fillets of broad white fish 
(Aanaakliq) Arctic cisco (Qaaktaq) and other species can be pan fried in 
flour or with seasonings such as garlic.

  -  Aaruq (fermenting). Fish are carefully fermented for a specific period 
of time usually in the ground during summer. The result is a strong 
sweet flavor to the meat.





Diagram of the basic anatomy of a bony fish.

This figure is labeled showing the common anatomical 
terms used in this guide.



Some common immature fish captured in a fish trap along the western 
side of Teshekpuk Lake. From top to bottom: Iqualusaaq (least cisco), 
Aanaakdiq (broad whitefish), Sulukpaugaq (Arctic grayling), young-of-
the-year Aanaakdiq (broad whitefish), Kakalisauraq (ninespine stickle-
back).  

Some large lake trout and burbot caught in the Teshekpuk Lake area.  



Matt Irinaga with a chum salmon at Barrow.

A fish camp (Itta Camp) near Teshekpuk Lake.



Luke George and Kyle Bodfish in the Itta’s ice cellar at 
Shuqdaq with large broad whitefish.

Whitefishes
At least six whitefish species occur on the North Slope. Whitefish are  among 
the most common group of fish in the region and are one of the preferred fish 
eaten by the North Slope Iñupiat. They use essentially every habitat includ-
ing marine (ocean) waters during summer, but all of them winter in either 
freshwater or brackish water within large river deltas. Arctic cisco, along with 
salmon, exhibit some of the longest spawning migrations, which can exceed 
1000 miles (1600 km). 



Appearance
The back is brown to dark green, and the sides are bright and silvery. 

All the fins — except the tail or caudal fin — are white (see Similar 
Species). An important character is that the upper jaw is even with, or 
slightly overhangs, the lower jaw. Arctic cisco are similar to least cisco, 
but the body is heavier and the fins are white.

Growth and Size
In the North American Arctic, Qaaktaq will grow to about 20 in (50 

cm), but in most areas are 14-16 in (35-40 cm) and weigh about 1 lb (0.5 
kg). In drainages of the Lena River in northern Siberia, they can reach 
25 in (64 cm) and 6 lbs  (2.7 kg). Sexual maturity is reached at about age 
seven, when the fish is about 15 in (370 mm) in length. Because spawning 
is known only in Mackenzie River drainages, all individuals in Arctic 
Alaska are thought to be fishes that hatched in Canada, then migrated 
westward to Alaska as young-of-the-year.

Range
Arctic cisco are found along the Arctic coast of Canada to Point 

Barrow, Alaska and westward across Arctic Siberia to the White Sea1. 
The highest densities on the North Slope occur in the mid-Beaufort Sea 
area, centered around the Colville drainage. These fish frequent coastal 
waters during summer feeding and tolerate higher salinities than other 
Arctic whitefish.

Qaaktaq

Arctic Cisco
Coregonus autumnalis (Pallas)



Similar Species
Qaaktaq adults are easily confused with Bering cisco and with 

young least cisco. Adult least cisco (Iqalusaaq) have black pectoral fins 
and are easily separated from Qaaktaq. Bering cisco tend to be more 
football-shaped (see Bering cisco). The Arctic cisco has 26 to 31 gill rakers 
on the lower limb of the first gill arch while the Bering cisco has 21 to 
25.

General
Noting some mysterious gaps in the life history information of 

this species, researchers in the early 1980s suggested that Alaskan 
Arctic cisco were all of Mackenzie River (Canadian) origin. Gallaway8 
formulated the Mackenzie River origin hypothesis using three pieces 
of evidence: 1) that Arctic cisco in spawning or “spent” condition were 
absent from the mid-Beaufort Sea , 2) that fish over age seven are quite 
rare, and 3) that Arctic cisco catches in the Colville River Delta varied 
from scarce to abundant in the previous 15 years. Gallaway thought 
that young-of-the-year Arctic cisco migrate west in waves from the 
Mackenzie River, driven by wind-generated sea currents. This theory 
requires the small fish (2 in or 5 cm) to migrate over 1000 miles (1600 
km) from their natal streams to overwinter in the Colville. To date the 
theory remains essentially unshaken because no spawning stocks 
have been documented in Alaska and because Arctic cisco tagged in 
Prudhoe Bay have been recaptured as spawning adults 7 or more years 
later in the Mackenzie River system. That means that every Arctic cisco 
caught in nets at Nuiqsut traveled about 1000 miles in its first summer 
to get there and that surviving adults (age 7+) will  swim back to the 
Mackenzie River system. 

These ideas spurred great concern on the part of Colville River 
fishers, resource agencies and industry representatives about the pos-
sible effects of the solid-fill causeways constructed in the Prudhoe Bay 
region. Years of study followed and millions of dollars were spent. In an 
analysis guided by the North Slope Borough Scientific Advisory Com-
mittee, measures typically used to assess fisheries impacts indicated that 
existing causeways had little detrimental effect on Arctic cisco. Block-
ages of movements by some species have been documented in some 
years. The West Dock Causeway prevented young age groups of both 
least cisco and humpback whitefish from entering Prudhoe Bay.  Some 
Barrow elders, and recently Gallaway himself, suspect that a small 
population of Arctic cisco may be found to  spawn in the Dease Inlet 



 In the Barrow area, some Arctic cisco are taken in summer near 
Pigniq in Elson Lagoon and in the river deltas of Admiralty Bay. Most 
Arctic cisco in the Barrow area, however, appear to be the Bering cisco 
form (Tiipuq), which some Barrow fishers claim taste better than the 
Colville River fish.

Human Use
Arctic cisco rival broad whitefish as one of the most prized food-

fish of North Slope Natives, and are one of the few commercially 
harvested fish on the North Slope. Kaktovik residents harvest Arctic 
cisco during July and August; these may be fish returning as first-time 
spawners to the Mackenzie River. Most Arctic cisco are harvested by 
under-ice gill net fisheries, in autumn on the Colville River. In that fish-
ery, catches of over 200 fish per net-day are large; in most years catches 
run around 30-80 fish per net-day7. The Helmericks family has harvest-
ed Arctic cisco commercially in the Colville Delta since the 1950s. Their 
catches have historically averaged around 25,000 fish per year but have 
averaged about 15,000 fish since 1990. The catch at the village of Nu-
iqsut varies considerably, ranging from about 8,000 to 45,000 fish per 
year7. Arctic cisco are also an important commercial fish in Russia. Most 
Arctic cisco taken by North Slope 
Natives are eaten frozen as quaq. Non-Native fishers prefer them pan-
fried or broiled; they are excellent to eat. 

A Qaaktaq caught during fall from the Colville 

Annie Allen and Richard Kovalsky 
pull a fish net with many Qaaktaq 
(Arctic cisco) from under the ice in 
the Colville Delta. Native people 
consider Arctic cisco as one of the 
finest tasting fish on the North Slope. 
We were fortunate to fish the Colville 
Delta in fall 1986 and witness some 
of the highest catches ever recorded. 
Daily net pulls exceeded 200 fish per 



Coregonus laurettae (Bean)

Tiipuq

Bering Cisco

Appearance
The back is dark green to blue and the belly is silvery-white on 

North Slope fish. Like the Arctic cisco the fins are pale and the upper 
and lower jaw are even.  Bering cisco usually have tiny black spots that 
are surrounded by a white halo. These spots can be on the body or on 
fins.

Growth and Size
Size is comparable to the Arctic cisco at about 12 in (30cm) for 

mature fish. Maximum length reported is 19.6 in (50 cm). 

Range
Bering cisco range from Bristol Bay to the Colville River. Most of 

the spawning of this species in Alaska takes place in the Yukon River 
and its drainages.

Similar Species
Bering cisco are difficult to distinguish from Arctic cisco.  A few 

skilled fishers can readily tell them apart visually by their more foot-
ball-like or elliptical shape. The most certain way to separate the two 
species is by counting the number of gill rakers on the lower limb of 
the first gill arch (see Arctic cisco). The Bering form has fewer (18-25) 
and stubbier gill rakers.



General
Most of the cisco-like fish harvested from Barrow and Wainwright 

are the Bering (Tiipuq) form. In fact, the “type” specimen from which 
this species is described was collected at Barrow in 1881. From the 
Colville River east to the Mackenzie River, the Qaaktaq (Arctic cisco) 
type are by far the most common. People in the Barrow area can taste a 
difference between the two and prefer the Bering type (perhaps these are 
simply “Barrow Qaaktaq”) when available. Catch rates for Tiipuq in the 
Chipp, Meade and Tupaabruk River deltas (Admiralty Bay) are consider-
ably lower than in the Colville River Qaaktaq fishery, but in some years 
fishers do quite well. In fall 1990, a still unexplained event took place 
when Bering cisco supported the bulk of the harvest in the Colville River 
Delta (at Nuiqsut and Helmericks camp). Over 80% of the catch were 
Tiipuq, which otherwise have only rarely been recorded in the 30 or more 
years that records have been kept13.

Human Use
While these fish are considered a delicacy on the North Slope, there 

is apparently little commercial or subsistence use south of the Brooks 
Range, where they are more common.



Aanaakdiq

Broad Whitefish
Coregonus nasus (Pallas)

Other: Lake Whitefish; Qausrieuk (Kotzebue area)

Appearance
Broad whitefish are distinguished from the other whitefish by 

their short head, thick bodies, and blunt nose. Broad whitefish have an 
olive-brown back with silvery sides and a white belly. Fins are grayish 
on all but very young fish, in which they are blond.

Growth and Size
Broad whitefish are one of the largest of the Alaskan whitefishes. 

They are reported to reach 26 in (67 cm) in length and 36 lbs (16 kg) 
in weight (from a specimen from Kolyma River in Siberia). Fish caught 
in the Ikpikpuk and Colville rivers typically reach 5 to 8 lbs (2.3-3.6 kg). 
The largest, carefully measured (using a fish board) specimen we know 
of was caught by L. Moulton in the Colville Delta, in summer 1998, at 
32.8 in (83.5 cm). Edward Nukapigak caught a 32 lb (15 kg), 27 in (68.6 
cm) long fish at Itkillitpaat in the Colville River in 1984 and R. Harcharek 
took an approximately 20 lb (9 kg) fish in the Ikpikpuk River the age of 
which we determined using ear bones or otoliths at 38 years.



Range
The broad whitefish is found in Arctic North America, Eurasia 

(Russia) and possibly northern Europe. In North America it is found as 
far south as the Yukon-Kuskokwim Rivers, to the headwaters of  British 
Columbia, and through Arctic Canada. Locally, broad whitefish occur in 
most of the rivers and estuarine areas that drain into the Beaufort Seas. In 
summer, the fish also frequent many shallow North Slope lakes. The fish 
may overwinter in lakes, but only if deeper than 7 ft (or about 2.1m deep) 
and having stream connections, even if that access is only occassionally 
or “ephemerally” flooded tundra.

Similar Species
On the North Slope, broad whitefish can be mistaken for their 

“cousins” in the coregonid family, for instance the humpback whitefish 
and least and Arctic cisco. Mature broad whitefish grow several times 
larger than other whitefish and lack the small head and conspicuous 
hump of the humpback whitefishes. Broad whitefish have also been mis-
taken for inconnu but the two are quite different.

General
The complex life history of the broad whitefish is best understood 

in the Mackenzie drainage although it may be similar in Alaska’s North 
Slope rivers. Adults spawn in deep river channels (qaglu) in fall. The 
young hatch in spring and many are washed to sea during breakup. Some 
of the fry spend the next four years in estuarine systems, and then move 
into attached lakes, while others may move directly into lakes or fresh-
water streams. They reach spawning age at around twelve years old. 
They do not spawn in lakes and must return to the river for spawning. Fish 
that rear in lakes probably need to leave the lake at least one year before 
spawning so that the eggs have time to fully develop. Broad whitefish are 
extremely long-lived for coregonids. Bob Harcharek caught a 38+ year-
old fish from the Chipp River. Specimens aged 25+ years taken from the 
Colville and Chipp Rivers are fairly common.



Raymond Neakok, Jr. with a large broad 
whitefish taken in the Nigliq Channel of 
the Colville River Delta.  Fish are usually 
taken using 4-6” mesh gill nets, and 
run from 5 to 10 pounds. Fish weigh-
ing nearly 20 pounds have been taken. 
Broad whitefish can live over 30 years.

Human Use
Broad whitefish are the preferred fish by many North Slope 

Iñupiat Eskimo communities and certainly at Barrow. For many families, 
catching, storing and drying Aanaakdiq is a major part of their annual 
subsistence activities. Large fish are air-dried in summer to make pivsi 
and are frozen in the fall harvest. In the Barrow area, most are harvested 
under ice during the fall spawning runs in the Chipp, Meade and Ikpik-
pak Rivers. The egg-laden spawning females are the most highly prized 
fish at Barrow. Colville River fishers, however, do most of their broad 
whitefish harvesting in summer. These are powerful fish and difficult 
for even the strongest fish biologist to hold steady on a fish measuring 
board. 



Pikuktuuq
Humpback Whitefish

Coregonus pidschian (Gmelin)

Appearance
Humpback whitefish appear similar to broad whitefish and are 

sometimes confused with them. As with broad whitefish, the back is dark 
brown or blue blending into silvery sides. As the name implies, however, 
adults have a conspicuous hump behind the head. The profile of the head 
is clearly concave or dished.

Growth and Size
Humpback whitefish attain 22 in (57 cm) in length and over 2.2 lbs 

(1 kg) in weight. They reach sexual maturity at eight to 10 years in the 
Arctic but mature earlier in the southern part of their range.2 Moulton22 
found that earliest maturity occurred at 10 years in the Dease Inlet and 
Colville River populations.22

Range
Humpback whitefish are established in North Slope lakes, streams 

and rivers west of the Sagvagniqtuuq (Sag) River. Within this range, their 
abundance varies markedly with season.1 The precise range for this spe-
cies is not well known. Their absence from rivers east of the Sag is not 
understood.



Similar Species
Three humpbacked whitefish live in Alaska that are virtually identi-

cal and, in fact, can only be separated by gill raker counts. The two oth-
ers are: Lake whitefish (Coregonus clupeaformis) and Alaska whitefish 
(Coregonus nelsoni). Neither of these two humpbacked fish have been 
reported on the North Slope. They do reach the lower Mackenzie River 
but the reports of their Alaska distribution are suspect due to the great 
similarity among the three species.

 General
Humpback whitefish use brackish coastal waters during summer 

feeding, but are less common than salt-tolerant species such as Arctic 
cisco. Spawning is reported to occur in September and October in 
several North Slope Rivers, including the Colville and Ikpikpak Rivers.9 
Humpback whitefish are the most abundant species in some Colville 
Delta channels during spawning season.9 Winter surveys have failed to 
reveal the location of humpback whitefish after spawning; thus, exact 
overwintering areas remain unknown.6,9 However, in the Colville River, 
humpbacks appear to spend the winter within the Delta.

Human Use
Although North Slope fishers do not often fish specifically for 

them, they consider humpback whitefish good eating. Most are eaten 
boiled, and only the eggs are eaten as quaq. Although some were 
taken commercially on the North Slope by the Helmericks family, the 
fish have moderate commercial appeal. A commercial processor in 
Fairbanks smokes them. They are an important commercial species in 
Canada and Siberia.1



Iqalusaaq

Coregonus sardinella (Valenciennes)
Other: Herring (incorrectly)

Least Cisco

Appearance
Body shape varies but is usually “longish”, brownish-black to dark 

green above, silvery below, and may have small black spots on top of 
the head. Pelvic fins on adults are dusky to black but are blond or pale 
in young fish. Look closely at the lower jaw, which is underslung in fish 
over 6 in (15 cm). In smaller fish the jaw is not so clearly underslung (as 
illustrated), making them appear like Arctic cisco.

Growth and Size
Growth, maturity and size vary greatly among different populations 

and habitats. In interior Alaska, least cisco can reach 16 in (41.3 cm) and 
about 1 lb (0.5 kg) 1. Interior fish mature at age three to four, and maxi-
mum age is reported at 8-11 years. By contrast, fish in some North Slope 
populations mature at six to seven years, sometimes as late as 10 years 
depending on habitat, and often live over 20 years. Three growth forms 
have been described on the North Slope. The anadromous migratory form 
reaches lengths of 12-14 in (300-350 mm) by ages 10 to 12 years. The 
non-migratory lake resident (lacustrine) form can apparently grow faster 
in some cases and reach lengths of 16-18 inches (400-450 mm). In Tasiq-
pak Lake and several other coastal plain lakes, researchers have identified 
a “dwarf” race with a maximum size of about 8 in (18 cm), even when 15 
years old!1, 12, 13



Range
Least cisco inhabit essentially all freshwater habitats of the North 

Slope. During summer feeding, least cisco venture into coastal brack-
ish and even marine waters.

Similar Species
Least cisco can be mistaken for Arctic or Bering cisco when they 

are of similar shape, size and color. Remember that Arctic and Bering 
cisco have white fins and the upper and lower jaws are even. Small 
least cisco are problematic since they also have white fins and the jaws 
may be close to even. North Slope fishers sometimes call least cisco 
“herring” even though they clearly differentiate between least cisco 
and the true Pacific herring (Clupea harengus pallasi).  This is a good 
example of the problems with using English common names for fish. 

General
Both lake-resident and “sea-run” (anadromous) populations of 

least cisco occur on the North Slope; least cisco are found in all fresh-
water habitats.  The anadromous populations (correctly amphidromous: 
see glossary) overwinter in river deltas and feed in brackish nearshore 
waters during summer. Least cisco can withstand about 3/4-strength 
seawater (25 p.p.t.), and feed along the barrier islands of the Beaufort 
Sea20,24. Great numbers of least cisco overwinter in brackish river deltas, 
where they tend to use areas where salinity is less than 15 ppt (or 
about half the salinity of seawater). The largest known overwintering 
area on the North Slope is the Colville River Delta. Estimated numbers 
of harvestable overwintering least cisco (large fish over 11 in or 30 
cm) reached almost one million fish in 19817; the total for all fish sizes 
would be considerably larger.

Parasites: It is common to find large round wounds on the sides 
of least cisco and white “tags” about 2 inches long hanging from them. 
These wounds are inflicted by a parasite called “Coregonicola”. They 
can be fatal to the fish but do not harm people.



Least cisco from an under-ice set at Ikroagvik Lake.

Human Use
Least cisco are a tasty food-fish with firm white meat, but are not 

as popular as Arctic cisco or broad whitefish on the North Slope. They 
are often caught incidental to fishing for other more preferred species 
of whitefish. Least cisco will sometimes take a small lure cast or jigged 
through the ice. Across the Arctic and sub-Arctic, mushers supplement 
their teams’ diet with least cisco. In the past, least cisco were fished heavily 
for dog food. Sled dogs traditionally eat them frozen.



Round Whitefish

Savibunnaq

Prosopium cylindraceum (Pallas)

Appearance
A long, slender, cylindrical “cigar like” body form is characteristic 

of round whitefish2. They have a small mouth, in which the upper jaw 
overhangs the lower jaw, and single nose flaps. These fish have bronze 
backs, sometimes tinged greenish. They have silvery sides and white 
underparts.1

Growth and Size
Sexual maturity in round whitefish is reached at about seven 

years. Growth rates for this species vary with geographical location, 
with slower rates in the more northerly parts of its range. On the North 
Slope round whitefish typically reach weights of about 1 lb (0.5 kg) and 
16-18 in (32-45 cm), although some fish have been reported to weigh 
about 5 lbs (2 kg).1

Range
Round whitefish are found in freshwater systems throughout 

Alaska, from the Taku River north.1 They range eastward to the western 
shores of Hudson Bay and are fairly abundant wherever they occur. On 
the North Slope, they seem to be most common in the upper reaches 
of the large river systems such as the Colville, Sagvagniqtuuq, Ikpikpak, 
Kachemach, Price and Miluveach Rivers. They are also quite common in 
the Colville River Delta.



Similar Species
The round whitefish may be confused with other whitefish species 

such as the least cisco and humpback19.

General
The species differ from ciscoes and other whitefish in shape, habits, 

and movement in fresh water systems. Round whitefish typically do not 
easily “gill” in the mesh sizes used on the North Slope for other species 
and are infrequently caught. We saw them regularly while conducting 
fish studies in the Nigliq channel of the Colville River near Nuiqsat (Nu-
iqsut). In-hand, their distinctive cylindrical body shape is obvious.

Human Use
Round whitefish are taken incidentally by subsistence fisheries in 

Alaska and are used for human food and dog teams. Substantial commer-
cial fisheries for this species apparently took place in the Great Lakes in 
the 1920s.1



Inconnu

Siibruaq

Other: sheefish, “Coney” 
Stenodus leucichthys (Guldenstadt)

Appearance
These long silvery whitefish grow very large. They have a wide 

mouth, very large scales and a projecting lower jaw2.

Growth and Size
Inconnu are reported to grow to over 59 lbs (27 Kg) and 47 in (119 

cm) in the Kobuk River. Fish half that size are common in rivers south 
of the Brooks Range. Growth is rapid compared to other whitefish and 
they can reach 18 in (43 cm) in five years.

Range
A few specimens have been reported on the North Slope but 

are considered very rare (B. Griffiths, pers. author’s comm., 2000). The 
Kuskokwim, Yukon, Selawik and Kobuk Rivers are the center of distri-
bution for this species. They are also abundant in the Mackenzie River. 
Recently George Tagarook reported one caught near Kaktovik at Griffin 
Point.

Similar Species
Inconnu could be confused with large broad whitefish. Note that 

in the Mackenzie River area they refer to Inconnu as “Coney’s” which is 
also the name for several marine fish.  This is another good illustration 
of the problems associated with using English common names.



General
Inconnu are non-anadromous fall spawners. Like some broad white-

fish they spawn upriver and drift down-river to overwinter. They rarely 
venture into salt water. They are reported to occasionally hybridize with 
other whitefish including qaaktaq (Arctic cisco). Iqalusaaq  (least cisco) 
are a favorite food item for Inconnu.  Although inconnu are very rare on 
the North Slope, a few are reported taken. They are included here mainly 
for comparison with other whitefish.

Human Use
Inconnu is an important subsistence, sport and commercial fish 

where abundant. They are considered an excellent food fish. 



Char
On the North Slope, the char group includes Arctic char, lake 

trout, and Dolly Varden. All are members of the genus Salvelinus. This 
group is a favorite among subsistence and sport fishers, and all spe-
cies are good eating.  The lake trout is the largest freshwater fish in 
Alaska. Scientists have disagreed on the identity of Arctic char and 
Dolly Varden on the North Slope, with some authors describing the 
anadromous char in the region as the western form of Arctic char 27,28, 
and others as a northern form of Dolly Varden29.  Reist30 conclusively 
demonstrated that the anadromous and river-populations of char west 
of the Mackenzie River were Dolly Varden, and not Arctic char. 

These large lake 
trout were gill 
netted in Tasiqpak 

(Teshekpuk) Lake. 
Note the orange 
fins that are typi-
cal of the north-
ern populations. 
The largest fish 
weighed 21 lbs 
(9.5 kg) and had 
six large least 
cisco, a broad 
whitefish and 
a burbot in its 
stomach. It was 
42 years old.

Two ‘true’ Arctic char (Paikduk) caught with hook-
and-line in a lake along the Chipp River.  Note 
the dark forked tail fin and dark dorsal fins.  Color 
is variable.  



Iqalukpik
Dolly Varden 

Appearance
Dolly Varden have a classic trout-like appearance. On the North 

Slope, the coloration of these fish is variable, being dependent on the 
location, the time of year, and the sexual development of the fish. Gener-
ally, the back is dark bluish and may have a green tinge. The sides are 
light silvery blue with some pale white blotches and the belly is pale 
white. The sides and back are usually sprinkled with pink to red spots. 
The forward edges of the pectoral, pelvic, anal and caudal fins may be 
white.1

The spawning colors of the males are quite brilliant. The fish are 
usually bright red-orange to bright red on the ventral side of their bodies. 
The pectoral, pelvic and anal fins may also take on this coloration.

Growth and Size
An average weight for an Alaskan Dolly Varden is 2.2-4.4 lbs (1-2 

kg), but on the North Slope they can grow to 10 lbs (5 kg). The largest 
Dolly Varden are found in Northwestern Alaska.  The state record sport-
caught fish was over 19 lbs., from the Noatak River.

Range
Dolly Varden are distributed throughout the coastal waters of the 

Alaskan and Canadian Arctic.

Salvelinus malma (Walbaum)



A Dolly Varden fresh from the ocean.  Note the straight 
edge on the caudal (tail) fin which is typical of Dolly 
Varden.  

Similar Species
Dolly Varden are easily confused with Arctic char. The caudal fin 

is less forked and the peduncle is broader than  in Arctic char. In Arctic 
Alaska, lake resident fish are almost exclusively Arctic char and not 
Dolly Varden. The anadromous populations found in rivers from the 
Colville Drainage eastward are probably all Dolly Varden.

General
The Dolly Varden is a popular sport fish. They are considered to be 

among the best eating fish in North America and will fight spectacularly 
on hook and line.  They are also strikingly attractive fish. They exist as 
both freshwater and anadromous forms. On the North Slope groundwater 
“springs” are extremely important for spawning and overwintering in the 
Anaktuvuk, Sagvagniqtuuq, Canning, and other rivers.

Human Use
On the North Slope, from a subsistence perspective, Dolly Varden 

are most important for the village of Kaktovik where several thousand 
are harvested each year. Sport fishermen harvest an average of about 
1000 fish annually. The best fishing is in late July through early September. 
Most sport fishing occurs in the Sagvagniqtuuq (“Sag”) River and near-
shore waters in the Prudhoe Bay vicinity.



Paikfuk
Arctic Char
Salvelinus alpinus (Linnaeus)
Other:  Iqalukpik, “Fancy Trout”

Appearance
Adult Arctic char are large fish with dark dorsal and caudal fins. 

On the North Slope the body coloring is highly variable.  The speci-
mens we have seen on the Slope have been spectacularly colored (in 
spawning condition,) with bright orange, red and greenish fins.

Growth and Size
Warren Matumeak of Barrow caught Arctic char that were quite 

large at more than 10 lbs (over 4 kg) in lakes along the lower Chipp 
River. In Arctic Canada, they can grow to 30 lb (13.6 kg).

Range
Arctic char have a circumpolar distribution in the Arctic and the 

subarctic regions of the world. Relict populations may be found in 
cold lakes south of this range. In Alaska the Arctic char is commonly 
found from the Aleutian Islands to the Alaska Peninsula and Kodiak 
Island, and extends north to the Arctic Ocean. These fish are usually 
abundant wherever they are present, but on the North Slope, Arctic 
char are rare and confined to relatively few lakes, including several in 
the Chipp River area.



Similar Species
Arctic char appear nearly identical to Dolly Varden, but have a 

more forked tail and narrower caudal peduncle. Arctic char can some-
times be difficult to tell from lake trout, another “cousin” in the char 
genus (Salvelinus), that occurs on the North Slope. Arctic char readily 
take a lure in North Slope lakes and are excellent eating.

General
The Iñupiat word for “true” Arctic char at Barrow is Paikduk  or 

“fancy trout” according to Arnold Brower, Sr.  They exist as both fresh-
water and anadromous forms but in Alaska only as the freshwater form. 
They are considered one of the most important “sport fish” in North 
America, and like the Dolly Varden, fight hard and are excellent eat-
ing. Char are fall spawners and males in “breeding condition turn bright 
orange to red on the lower sides and belly.”1  

Human Use
Arctic char are commercially harvested in Arctic Canada in several 

villages where impressive 30 lb (13.6 kg) fish are often harvested. This 
species is slow growing, making it hard for local populations to maintain 
adequate numbers to sustain a commercial harvest.  Because they grow 
slowly and tend to be present in low numbers (as are most predatory 
fish), heavy gillnetting can remove a local population from a lake, so 
fishermen should be cautious when gillnetting lakes for Arctic char.



Iqaluaqpak
Lake Trout
Salvelinus namaycush (Walbaum)

Appearance
Lake trout are spectacular fish and can grow very large. They have 

a large head and mouth compared to other arctic freshwater fish. The 
back and sides are dark green with yellow-to-whitish spots (never pink or 
red)1. The pectoral fins on some northern fish and Tasiqpak Lake specimens 
are often bright orange.

Growth and Size
Lake trout are the largest members of the trout family. A fish from 

the Great Lakes 1 was reported to reach 120 lbs (54.5 kg). Virtually all 
lake trout spawn in lakes. Lake trout are also suspected of spawning in 
the Kobuk River but this has never been verified. They are also common 
in the Colville River.

Range
Lake trout live in freshwater lakes across northern North America 

into the high arctic regions of Canada. On the North Slope, they are most 
common in the deeper lakes of the foothills, although some coastal plain 
lakes, such as Tasiqpak Lake and deep lakes in the Pik Dunes area, sup-
port lake trout populations.



Similar Species
Lake trout are similar to other members of the “char” (Salvelinus)  

genus.  Their greenish color, white spots and gaping mouths distin-
guish them from both Arctic char and Dolly Varden.

General
Lake trout are usually associated with deep lakes but are also 

found in North Slope rivers, such as the Colville and Mayuagiaq rivers. 
A large specimen taken by Noah Itta, in the Mayuagiaq River weighed 
26 lbs (11.8 kg) and was 38.75 in (98 cm) in length. Presumably this 
large fish came from nearby Tasiqpak Lake.

Human Use
Elsewhere, lake trout supported an enormous fishery in the 

Great Lakes, as late as the 1940s. This fishery declined drastically due 
to the introduction of the parasitic lamprey and insecticide con-
tamination of lake waters. In Canada, lake trout are still an important 
commercial species. Non-Native fishers consider lake trout one of the 
finest freshwater sport and food fish in North America. 

Kaktovik fishermen seek them in the Mountain lakes. One of the 
best times to 
catch them is in late spring, when moats 
form around the edge of the frozen lakes 
through the ice. 

There are many stories about a Tasiqpak Lake monster. Some 
stories may stem from a hunter witnessing a large lake trout pulling a 
duck underwater or seeing its huge wake as it cruises the shallows.

A 23 lb lake trout caught 
in Tasiqpak Lake. Note the 
orange fins.



Pacific Salmon
All five Pacific salmon have been recorded on the North Slope, although 
only two species - chum (dogs) and pink salmon - are common. Chinook 
(king) salmon are relatively uncommon but regularly harvested at 
Barrow. We know of only a few records for coho (silver); sockeye (red) 
salmon are uncommon but increasing. Most salmon are taken in brackish 
lagoons and in the ocean, although many are netted in rivers.

Quick Key:
Pink (humpback) salmon: Small, obvious spots on back and tail, males develop hump.
Chum (dog) salmon: Medium size, silvery sides, lacks spots, spawners have faint bars on     
   sides.
Chinook (king) salmon: Very large, black gums, spots on back and tail fin, small eye.
Coho (silver) salmon: Very rare on North Slope, silvery with tiny black dots on back and   
   upper half of tail.
Red (sockeye) salmon: Rare on the North Slope, spots absent, bright red at spawning, 
with green head, increasing in numbers.

A small king salmon 
(top) and sea run red 
(bottom) from Elson 
Lagoon.

Lars Nelson with a king 
salmon from Elson Lagoon.



Iqalugruaq

Chum Salmon
Oncorhynchus keta
Other: Dog Salmon

Appearance
In salt water, chum salmon are dark metallic blue on the back, 

and silver on the sides and belly. Chum salmon lack the distinct black 
spots on the tail fin and back found on chinook, pink and coho salmon. 
The jaws of the breeding male become hooked. During spawning in 
fresh water, both sexes develop greenish sides with ‘dirty red’ barring, 
which is one of the best field marks when present.

Growth and Size
Chum salmon are reported to reach 40 in (102 cm) and 33 lbs (15 

kg), but sizes on the North Slope range from 6-10 lbs (3-5 kg) and 20-27 
in (60-70 cm) in length1,18.

Range
Chum salmon are widespread, spawning in rivers and streams 

throughout Alaska. They are truly anadromous and are found in coastal 
waters across Arctic Alaska, although in relatively small numbers com-
pared with southern Alaskan waters. Craig15 reports established spawning 
populations in the (Kokolik) Qaqulik and (Utukok) Utuqqaq Rivers near 
Pt. Lay, Alaska. They also spawn in the Colville River and likely spawn 
in the Ikpikpak River.



Similar Species
Chum salmon are often mistaken for coho (silver) salmon on the 

North Slope. Fishers are deceived by the bright silvery appearance of the 
sea-run chum, but silver salmon have black spots on the back.

General
Chum and pink salmon are the only salmon reported to spawn 

successfully on the North Slope. Spawning populations of chum salmon 
are established in several North Slope drainages, including the Qaqulik, 
Utuqqaq and Colville rivers.11 Although they are stream spawners, some 
of the chums netted in marine waters near Barrow are nevertheless 
already in spawning condition. Such fish are likely vagrants that will 
not successfully spawn (P. C. Craig, pers. comm.). In 1989, catches in 
Elson Lagoon peaked in mid-July; in 1991 peak catches occurred in early 
August. Since the late 1980s, over 20 salmon nets have been set in Elson 
Lagoon targeting chum, king and pink salmon.

Human Use
As the name “dog salmon” implies, mushers historically used chum 

salmon primarily to feed their dog teams. Chums have stimulated little 
commercial interest until recently, when a roe fishery developed. Interest 
in roe, mainly by the Japanese for use in sushi, fueled a profitable fishery. 
While not considered as desirable as other salmon species, chums make 
fine eating and are especially good smoked. 

“Iqalugruaq” (chum salmon) caught by Simon Paneak 
in the Anaktuvuk River, the photo was taken in 1950 by 
George Gryc.



Iqalugruaq

Chinook Salmon
Oncorhynchus tshawytscha (Walbaum)

Other: King Salmon

Appearance
Chinook salmon are large, heavy-bodied fish. Small black spots 

on the back and upper part of the tail fin and black gums distinguish 
them from other salmon. The eye is quite small in relation to the body. 
Sea-run chinook salmon are dark green to blue on their backs and 
white underneath. They turn purple to red when they enter fresh water 
to spawn1.

Growth and Size
Chinook salmon are the largest Pacific salmon.  Size varies by 

region, with some specimens over 100 lbs (45 kg), but in most areas 
lengths to 3 ft (100 cm) and 45 lbs (22 kg) are more common. A few in 
the 35-lb (15 kg) range are taken in Elson Lagoon each year.

Range
Chinook salmon are found along the Pacific coast of North America 

to the Beaufort Sea in Alaska. A spawning population is reported for the 
Kugrua River (Peard Bay) by local fishers.  



Similar Species
In most cases chinook salmon are fairly easy to identify by their 

large size. Smaller fish may be confused with other salmon. Small 
chinooks have been confused with large chum salmon. Remember 
that chums lack spots. Small chinooks can also be confused with pink 
salmon, which also have spots on their tail. Pink salmon have very small 
scales.

General
Fishers in the Peard Bay area and recently Elson Lagoon and other 

locations uncommonly but regularly take chinook salmon. Among others, 
Crawford Patkotak caught a 36 lb (15 kg) fish in the Kugrua River. He 
also caught some in spawning condition. Chinook salmon generally 
mature after four years but this can vary from two to seven years. Like 
other salmon, when mature, they return to their natal streams where they 
spawn and die.

Human Use
Chinook salmon make up a relatively small portion of the total 

Alaskan catch of salmon, but they bring a high price and thus are an 
important commercial fish. Chinook salmon are arguably the most highly 
prized freshwater sport fish in Alaska because of their large size, great 
strength and fine taste. They are the most important subsistence fish for 
Natives of Southeast Alaska and the Pacific Northwest. Chinook salmon 
are particularly good broiled or smoked.

Red Salmon

A rare red salmon caught in Elson Lagoon in August 2005. Numbers  
appear to be increasing on the North Slope.



Amaqtuuq

Pink Salmon
Oncorhynchus gorbuscha (Walbaum)
Other: Humpback Salmon, Humpy

Appearance
Sea-run pink salmon are blue to bluish-green on the back, and 

have silvery sides and a white belly. Their small size, small scales and 
the large oval black spots on the back and tail distinguish them from 
other salmon.

Growth and Size
Pink salmon are the smallest of the Pacific salmon, typically 2-7 lbs 

(1-3 kg) and about 18 in (45 cm) in length in the Arctic.  Maximum sizes 
to 30 in (76 cm) and 14.1 lbs (6.4 kg) have been reported. Pink salmon 
have a two-year life cycle. These late-summer spawners do not venture 
far upstream to their spawning grounds. The young emerge the following 
spring and spend the next year and a half at sea before returning to their 
natal stream.

Range
Pink salmon are established in streams from California across the 

Alaska coast to the Mackenzie River. As with the other Pacific salmon, 
pinks are anadromous, spawning in freshwater and feeding in offshore 
marine waters.



Similar Species
North Slope fishers sometimes confuse the silvery sea-run pink 

salmon with chum and coho salmon (coho salmon are extremely rare 
along the Arctic coast). Remember to look for the large oval spots on 
the back and tail and the conspicuous hump on the spawning male.

General
Pink and chum salmon are the only salmon documented to 

spawn in streams along the Alaskan Arctic coast, but there is a possibil-
ity that king salmon spawn near Peard Bay. Small runs of pink salmon 
are known in eight streams west of Point Barrow. East of Point Barrow, 
their status is unclear and biologists think none of these drainages 
support  
sustained runs or populations.15  Based on local knowledge the Ikpik-
paq and Itkillik rivers likely support a spawning population of pinks. 
The eggs can withstand high salinity sea water only for short periods, a 
factor that may limit spawning in Arctic drainages in which sea water 
may displace freshwater in late fall or winter.25

Human Use
Until World War I, pink salmon had little commercial value. Now 

they support a large fishery, particularly in southeast Alaska, Prince 
William Sound and Bristol Bay.1 On the North Slope, pinks are taken 
in summer along the coasts and in brackish lagoons. Catches in Elson 
Lagoon can exceed a dozen fish per net-day with a 100 ft (30 m) net, 
but are generally about half that number.



Other Freshwater Fish
This group encompasses several families. Many are key subsistence species 
such as burbot, grayling and smelt. Fish, like the sticklebacks, are key 
forage for other wildlife.



Arctic Lamprey
Lampetra japonica (Martens)

Nimibiaq

Appearance
This primitive fish cannot be mistaken for any other fish on the 

North Slope. Its eel-like body is round and becomes flattened towards the 
tail.

Growth and Size
Little is known about the life history of this species. They spend a 

couple of years in a larval stage, then metamorphose to the adult form 
and descend to lakes, rivers or the ocean.1

Range
The Arctic lamprey ranges from Kenai Peninsula to the Arctic coast 

and east to the Mackenzie River. Most of the Yukon drainages have Arc-
tic lamprey populations.  We caught one that was 12 in  (30 cm) long in 
Tasiqpaatchiaq Lake, which is connected to the Chipp River and Dease 
Inlet.

Similar Species
The Arctic lamprey looks like the other Alaskan lamprey species, 

but only the Arctic lamprey inhabits the North Slope. The three lamprey 
species can only be separated by inspecting the teeth.



General
The name nimigiaq in Iñupiat means “one that coils”.  Some 

lampreys are anadromous and some are restricted to fresh water. They 
are spring spawners and females lay up to 100,000 eggs. They occur 
as parasitic and non-parasitic forms.  The non-parasitic forms are most 
common in Interior Alaska and probably the North Slope as well.  The 
parasitic form attaches to other fish and use their teeth to rasp through 
the skin and suck blood and body fluids. This leaves a circular scar on 
the parasitized fish. Arctic lampreys are known to feed on pink and 
chum salmon and starry flounder.  We have also caught them in Dease 
Inlet.

Human Use
Current commercial or subsistence use on the North Slope is un-

known. They are harvested on the Lower Yukon using a stick set through 
the ice.  



Arctic Grayling

Sulukpaugaq

Thymallus arcticus (Pallas)
Appearance

The best identifying character is the very large dorsal fin. The 
mouth is small and scales are large. Coloration is purple-blue to blue-
gray on the back; the sides are silvery gray to blue, with a scattering of 
dark spots. Some fish may have a pinkish wash across the body, large 
fish are often darker in color.

Growth and Size
The average length of Arctic grayling caught in Alaska is about 

12 to 14 in. (30 to 35 cm), weighing 1-2 lbs (450 to 700 g). One of the 
largest known specimens was from the Northwest Territories and had 
reached 30 in (76 cm) and 6 lbs (2.7 kg).  On the North Slope fish to 
19 in. (48 cm) are not uncommon. Arctic grayling on the North Slope 
mature at about age seven to eight, which is similar to Interior Alaskan 
populations1,14, but the North Slope fish live much longer.  We have 
caught many fish over 14 years old, which is about twice the average 
lifespan of Interior Arctic grayling. A grayling from Tasiqpak  lake was 
22 years old.

Range
The Arctic grayling is common in freshwater lakes and streams 

throughout Alaska and northern Canada. These fish are generally 
restricted to fresh water, but are occasionally found in coastal areas 
shortly after spring runoff when waters are still relatively fresh.



A typical Arctic grayling from the North Slope.

Similar Species
Arctic grayling somewhat resemble whitefish (particularly in the 

very small size classes) but the large dorsal fin and small mouth distin-
guish them from other Alaskan fish.  

General
Often the largest fish tend to gather towards the upper reaches of 

pools in a stream. They are highly territorial and the largest and strongest 
fish occupy the best feeding stations in the pools. This position gives 
dominant fish an advantage in catching food as it drifts downstream. 
Arctic grayling spawn in spring in clear-water streams. The Arctic gray-
ling’s diet is primarily insects, but they also eat small fish.14

Human Use
Catches by subsistence fishers on the North Slope are considerable. 

Estimates for Barrow fishermen ranged from 8,000 to 12,000 fish caught 
annually in the early 1990s.5 Additionally, the Arctic grayling is one of 
the most important sport fish in Alaska. You can sometimes catch large 
fish in tiny, beaded tundra streams, where they readily take a lure or 
dry fly. 



Tittaaliq

Burbot
Lota lota (Linnaeus)
Other: Incorrectly “Ling cod”

Appearance
A long body with a very long dorsal fin and a barbel on the chin 

distinguish this fish from all others on the North Slope. The back is 
brown to dark green with blotched sides and a white belly. The skin is 
smooth.

Growth and Size
Burbot can grow large, with the largest specimens growing to 75 

lbs (34 kg) and 5 ft (152 cm) in length. In Alaska, they have been seen in 
the Colville River to 38 in (96 cm), but a typical ten-year-old fish reaches 
23 in (60 cm). They spawn in late winter and mature at about 6 years on 
the North Slope. They produce a large number of eggs, sometimes over 
one million. Their maximum life span can exceed 20 years on the North 
Slope.

Range
Burbot are circumpolar and common across North America north of 

40o North latitude. They inhabit most North Slope rivers and some lakes.

Similar Species
None in freshwater.



Mae Ahgeak with 
a large burbot she 
caught in the Chipp 
River. The fish 
was 35 in (89 cm), 
weighed 20 lbs and 
had 3 large (12 in) 
Iqalusaaq (least 
cisco) in its stomach.  

General
The burbot is the only freshwater cod in North America. These 

fish are omnivorous but prefer a diet of fish. They have small but nu-
merous teeth (like Velcro© strips) in bands inside the very large mouth. 
They are voracious predators.  Burbot commonly swallow whitefish 
half their own length and are sometimes caught while attempting to 
swallow gill-netted Iqalusaaq and other fish.

Human Use
The burbot is excellent eating and is a favorite food fish of North 

Slope Natives. The meat is white, flaky and almost boneless. The large 
liver, which is rich in vitamin A, is considered a delicacy in Europe and 
the North Slope.  Burbot were commercially taken in huge numbers in 
the Great Lakes during the mid-1900s.1 Currently, they are not commer-
cially fished to any extent in Alaska.



Milugiaq

Longnose Sucker
Catostomus catostomus (Foster)

Appearance
The adults are dark gray to black on the sides and back, and white 

underneath. The body is elongate and almost round in cross section.  
The mouth is ventral (on the bottom), lacks teeth, and has large lips. 
There is one dorsal fin and no adipose fin. Scales are small. Fishers 
readily notice that they seem to lack a stomach when cut open. The 
stomach exists but is very small. The body wall (around the viscera) is 
silvery to jet-black.

Growth and Size
Size is reported to 25 in (64.3 cm) and 7.3 lb (3.3 kg)1.  Our largest 

specimens measured 16.5 in (42 cm) from the Chipp River and 19.4 in 
(49 cm) from the Colville River.  

Range
Longnose suckers range across northern North America and the 

Chukotka Pennisula.  In Alaska, they occur in most river systems north 
of the Yukon River. In Canada, they occur in all mainland drainages and 
are abundant in Great Slave Lake, but do not occur in the Arctic Is-
lands. We regularly catch them in the Chipp-Ikpikpak River system and 
Colville River.  

Similar Species
None on the North Slope.  



A milugiaq with an unusual spine defect (it is likely a develop-
mental defect, not due to an injury).  

General
Longnose suckers are the most widespread suckers in North 

America and occur in both lakes and streams. They feed mostly on 
invertebrates. Spawning occurs in spring.  

Human Use
In the Great Lakes they are commercially fished under the name 

“mullet.”  North Slope Natives do not currently use them but they were 
an important subsistence fish among Native peoples along the Yukon. 
They are considered the best eating of the North American suckers and 
are reported to taste quite good.



Siulik

Northern Pike
Esox lucius (Linnaeus)

Other: Alligator fish (North Slope)
Appearance

Distinguishing characteristics of the northern pike are an elon-
gated body form, a long flat snout, dorsal fin set far back on body, and 
large, sharp teeth. The back and sides of adult fish are dark grayish 
green to green, or dark brownish. They have a creamy white belly and 
chin, and numerous yellow spots on their sides. Juvenile fish (as in il-
lustration) have 10 to 15 pale vertical bars instead of spots.

Growth and Size
In North America there are reliable records of fish to 51 in (133 

cm) in length and 49 lbs (22.3 kg). In Alaska the average weight for 
northern pike is 2-6 lbs (1-3 kg) although fish to 12 lb (5 kg) are com-
mon in the Noatak River1. Harry Brower, Jr. reported catching a 48 in. 
pike in the upper Ikpikpak River. Growth is rapid in the first year and 
they can reach 17.5 in (44.6 cm) by late autumn. In the Arctic, as with 
other species, pike probably grow more slowly and live longer than in 
more southern waters. 

Range
The northern pike has a circumpolar distribution and is found in 

freshwater systems across the Arctic slope. In North America, it is pres-
ent from western Alaska to eastern Canada, and from the Arctic coast 
south to Nebraska. The European and Asian pike apparently are larger. 
We caught a northern pike in a small side creek near Pulayaaq in the 
Meade River Delta in 1987 and it is the northernmost record we could 
find.



General
Northern pike spawn in shallow marshy areas in the spring in  

Interior but spawning areas are not described on the North Slope1. 
They grow rapidly, are known as aggressive predators, and are report-
edly cannibalistic. While adult northern pike feed mainly on fish, they 
occasionally eat a variety of other prey including waterfowl, mice, 
shrews, arthopods and probably lemmings. Anglers like the aggressive 
nature of pike, which hit hard and put up a decent fight. Lance Craig-
head was almost bitten in the face by a 12 lb (5.4 kg) pike while fishing 
the Noatak River. The fish lunged from the water as he reeled it to the 
raft.

Human Use
As a food fish, pike have a fine taste, with white, flaky meat, but 

have a reputation as a bony fish. They have an extra set of fine intra-
muscular bones that run along the lateral line region and are annoying 
when trying to eat the fish. Whitefish do not have this type of bone.



Iduuqiñiq 

Alaska Blackfish
Dallia pectoralis (Bean)
Other: Mudminnow

Appearance
Alaska blackfish are easily separated from other North Slope 

freshwater fish. The dorsal and anal fins insert towards the back of 
the fish and the tail (caudal) fin is round. The pectoral fins are paddle 
shaped. Blackfish are brownish/black above and pale below with black 
blotches on the sides.

Growth and Size
Alaska blackfish rarely exceed about 8 in. (20 cm) in length. On 

the North Slope, the few specimens we have caught were about 2.5 to 
6 in (6.3-15.5 cm) long.  

Range
Alaska blackfish occur from eastern Siberia throughout western 

and northern Alaska eastward to the Colville River. They are most 
abundant south of the Brooks Range.

Similar Species
At a quick glance, a blackfish can be mistaken for a small burbot. 



A comparison of a young tittaaliq (burbot), top, and a 
full-grown illuuginiq (Alaska blackfish), bottom (photo L. 
Moulton).

General
Alaska blackfish inhabit lowland swamps, ponds, and streams 

with emergent vegetation1. They eat aquatic insects and small fish. 
Blackfish are very hardy. They are able to “gulp” air, tolerate low levels 
of dissolved oxygen and recover from partial freezing. There are Eskimo 
stories of dogs eating frozen blackfish only to regurgitate them “alive” 
later. Studies have shown, however, that complete freezing does kill this 
species. Despite their natural toughness, they do not do well in aquari-
ums.

Human Use
Alaska  blackfish were formerly an important source of food, 

used by Alaskan Natives for subsistence and feeding dog teams. On 
the North Slope they are no longer used as human or dog food. In 
fact, many young hunters on the North Slope have not seen them. 
They are detected by using a seine, fish trap or carefully looking in the 
emergent grasses of shallow lakes and ponds. They are still used in the 
Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta for subsistence purposes.    



Threespine Stickleback
Gasterosteus aculeatus (Linnaeus)

Kakalisauraq 

Appearance
Threespine stickleback appear similar to ninespine stickleback 

but have just three sharp spines before the dorsal fin. They are notice-
ably larger and stouter than the ninespine stickleback. Color is usually 
greenish in our area. A series of plates on the sides of the body are 
particularly noticeable in the marine variety.

Growth and Size
Size is reported to about 4 in (10 cm). Maturity is achieved at the 

age of one year. Apparently there is considerable variation in body size 
across their range1.

Range
Threespine stickleback are widespread across Europe, Asia and 

North America. They range from Baja California up the North American 
west coast and across the Arctic coast to Hudson Bay, in Canada. Dur-
ing our fisheries studies, we caught three specimens in the Chipp River, 
nine in Pittalugruaq Lake (Dease Inlet), and four in the Colville River 
Delta.  Bill Morris caught a few in the Putuligayuk River system near 
Prudhoe Bay.  



General
Threespines occur in both freshwater and marine forms that 

look very different and may be different species. Fish of the marine 
form (shown here) have plates along their sides. They probably have 
a distinct Iñupiat name different than for the ninespine stickleback, 
but we could not find one. Threespines generally winter in deep water, 
moving into the shallows in summer. As with the ninespine, the behav-
ior of these fish is fascinating. The foundations of the science of animal 
behavior were partly based on observations of sticklebacks by the fa-
mous Austrian zoologist Konrad Lorenz (1903-1989). Morrow1 includes 
a detailed description of their breeding behavior. Males become highly 
territorial and aggressive. They build a barrel-shaped nest and attract 
females with elaborate dances. Once the female enters the nest she 
deposits her eggs, which the male subsequently fertilizes. McPhail 
and Lindsey2 did not report that threespines occur on the Arctic coast 
of Alaska, listing Bristol Bay as the northernmost range in Alaska. This 
absence could reflect the fact that previous scientific sampling missed 
the species on the Arctic coast.  Like other sticklebacks, this species is 
an important forage fish for large predaceous fish like Dolly Varden, 
lake trout, northern pike and Arctic grayling.

Human Use
None currently known.



Kakalisauraq

Ninespine Stickleback
Pungitius pungitius (Linnaeus)

Appearance
Ninespine stickleback are small fish with a long and slender body. 

They have six to twelve spines along their back, and their dorsal fins 
are set far back on their body. The stickleback’s tail varies from slightly 
rounded to slightly indented.

Growth and Size
Sticklebacks are small and adults only grow to about 3.5 in (9 cm).  

Little is known about their growth rates. The ninespine stickleback 
reaches sexual maturity at one year.

Range
Ninespine stickleback have a circumpolar distribution. They are 

present in many ponds, lakes, streams, rivers and along the coast of 
Arctic Alaska.  They are generally freshwater fish, although they do 
venture into coastal marine waters and were maintained for many 
months in saltwater aquaria at Barrow.



General
The ninespine stickleback is likely the most widespread and abun-

dant fish species on the North Slope. Kakalisauraq are remarkably 
tough and tolerate a wide range of aquatic habitats from marine to 
freshwater and a wide temperature range as well, though they pre-
sumably spawn in freshwater. People who walk the tundra in the 
summer for the first time become bewildered to find ninespine stick-
lebacks in tiny tundra ponds and streams completely cut off from 
large water bodies. The fish invaded these areas by swimming through 
grasses and flooded tundra during breakup. They are very important 
forage for a number of bird and fish species. A modest-sized lake may 
support hundreds of thousands of sticklebacks. Those who fish for Arc-
tic grayling often find that their stomachs are packed with sticklebacks.

Human Use
No human use is currently known. Apparently, at one time stick-

lebacks were used as dog and human food in the Yukon Delta region 
(Mike Martz, pers. comm.).



Kanayuq

Slimy Sculpin
Cottus cognatus (Richardson)

Appearance
The slimy sculpin is a bottom-dwelling fish with a tadpole-shaped 

body and a large head. The lateral line ends under the second dorsal 
fin, and the two dorsal fins appear to be connected. The slimy sculpin 
has a rounded caudal fin. The body is dark brown or green to dark gray 
on the back and sides. Slimy sculpins are white below with “vague dark 
mottling or bars below soft dorsal fins.1” The belly may have an orange 
tint.

Growth and Size
Most slimy sculpins do not exceed 3 in (7.5 cm), but they have 

been known to reach 6 in (15.0 cm). Growth is slow and they probably 
reach maturity at about age seven on the North Slope.

Range
The slimy sculpin is widespread in freshwater systems throughout 

North America, including the North Slope of Alaska.



General
The slimy sculpin is an interesting fish with a number of unusual 

characteristics. The fish spawn in spring when the males prepare nest 
sites in shallow water. The males are strongly territorial during spawning 
and defend their territories by “barking” (snapping their jaws) at rival 
males.  The “bark” is also used in the courtship ritual. Eggs are large 
(about 1/8 in) for this small fish.  Slimy sculpin are not known to mi-
grate and can live at depths of over 300 ft (100 m) in the Great Lakes1. 
They eat insects.

Human Use
To our knowledge, slimy sculpin are not currently used by hu-

mans.



Nearshore Marine and Brackish 
Water Fish

Although not as diverse as in the marine waters of southern Alaska, a 
variety of marine fish live along the Arctic coast. A few, like the Arctic 
cod, are important subsistence fish. The cods, flounders and sculpins are 
rather common but occasionally beachcombers will come across some 
odd fish such as pricklebacks and wolffish. Even a shark was found near 
Pt. Hope recently. We’ve included most of the species people may en-
counter along the Arctic coast.



Idhuabniq

Rainbow Smelt
Osmerus mordax (Mitchill)

Appearance
Rainbow smelt are a striking fish with iridescent sides and 

impressive teeth. Near Barrow they are pale green above and silvery 
below with a bright, metallic silvery band along the sides. Their sides 
often have a purple, blue or pink iridescence. The fins are generally 
colorless.

Growth and Size
In North America, smelt rarely exceed about 10 in (25 cm). In 

southern Canada and lower 48 states, the average commercially-
caught fish are around 6 in (15 cm) and 1 oz (30 g).  Both sexes gener-
ally mature by their second year and reach full size by about age six. In 
contrast, Beaufort Sea populations reach 12 in (3 cm), with many fish 
exceeding age eight. In the Colville Delta, 88% of the adults sampled 
exceeded six years, with a maximum age of 15 reported20. Maturity is 
reached at age six or seven.

Range
Rainbow smelt are distributed over much of the Arctic. In western 

North America they range from Vancouver Island northward to the 
Arctic Ocean, and in the east from northern New Jersey to Labrador. 
They are often locally and seasonally abundant, depending on spawn-
ing and feeding movements when they move about six miles (eight to 
ten km) offshore. During spawning in Alaska they move up rivers and 
streams. They congregate in the Kuuk river near Wainwright in spring, 
where they spawn. In the summer they are found in the Chipp River at 
Tasiqpaatchiaq Lake. They are also abundant in Harrison Bay and enter 
the Colville Delta during fall and winter.



Similar Species
Rainbow smelt, surf smelt, and Eulachon (hooligan) are all in the 

smelt family (Osmeridae). Though they look quite similar the rainbow 
smelt is most common on the North Slope. (The normal northern limit 
of the Eulachon is the Pribilof Islands.)

General
Rainbow smelt are spring spawners and congregate under the 

ice in large spawning swarms; the most well known spawning run on 
the North Slope occurs at Wainwright. Upstream spawning runs are 
short, on the order of hundreds of yards (>100 m) to a few miles (2-3 
km). Researchers have noted that most spawning runs occur at night 
and the fish tend to avoid light. The eggs settle to the bottom, become 
sticky, adhering to whatever they touch. Many adults die after spawn-
ing. On the North Slope hatching probably takes over 30 days in the 
near-freezing waters. There is some evidence that rainbow smelt will 
return to spawn in the stream where they were born (the natal spawn-
ing area or stream).

Human Use
On the North Slope rainbow smelt are an important subsistence 

fish in certain locations. They are abundant mid-October to May near 
Wainwright26 and residents consider the smelt a ‘most important’ and 
coveted resource. Studies there report a harvest of about 35,000 annu-
ally. In the northern mid-western states, about 70,000 tons (about 6.8 
million kg) of rainbow smelt are taken commercially each year. They are 
very good eating, with firm meat that has a slightly sweet flavor. 



Iqalugaq

Arctic Cod
Boreogadus saida (Lepechin)
Other: Tom cod (incorrectly)

Appearance
These small cod fish have three dorsal fins, two anal fins and 

grow to about 6 in (13-16 cm). The head seems too large for the fish 
and the body is strongly tapered. They have a tiny barbel on the tip 
of the lower jaw that is easy to overlook. Brownish on the back, they 
have a purplish tinge on the sides and are silvery below with fine 
black dots scattered over the body.

Growth and Size
Arctic cod are one of the smallest cods and grow only to about 

6 in (13-16 cm) and about 3 oz (75 gm). Adult size is reached in about 
four years. Spawning is usually in January and February, when they 
move onshore or enter rivers in large numbers.

Range
Arctic cod are abundant throughout the Arctic Ocean and thus 

are circumpolar in distribution. In Alaska they range as far south as 
Norton Sound.



General
Iqalugaq are one of the most abundant fish in the Arctic seas and 

one of the most important ecologically — and therefore indirectly to 
humans. Many species of marine mammals (bearded and ringed seal, 
beluga) and seabirds feed heavily on Arctic cod. They are a “demersal” 
or bottom species and, as North Slope residents know, they are usually 
associated with a substrate (either the sea floor or sea ice).

They are occasionally caught by the thousands in fish traps used 
by biologists in coastal studies along the Beaufort Sea coast. They dis-
covered that the fish make onshore-offshore movements depending 
on sea ice distribution, prey availability, reproductive status, tempera-
ture and salinity. We found them fairly abundant in fish traps set in 
Elson Lagoon near Pigniq in July and August. James Matumeak said 
they avoid muddy-bottomed areas and are more numerous in areas 
with a firm gravel bottom.

Human Use
On the North Slope people fish for Arctic cod through the ice 

with short wooden poles, line, and small, often homemade lures. They 
are used as human food here but are an important animal food in Rus-
sia.



Uugaq

Saffron Cod
Eleginus gracilis (Tilesius)
Other: Tom cod (incorrectly)

Appearance
Like Arctic cod, saffron cod have three dorsal and two anal fins, 

but the two species look quite different from one another. The saffron 
cod attains considerably larger size, at 12 in (35 cm), with a receding 
chin, larger barbel, and square caudal fin. The back is brown to olive 
with a silvery-blue tinge to the sides and mottled markings. Dorsal and 
caudal fins have white edges.

Growth and Size
While the saffron cod is one of the smaller members of the cod 

family, it is noticeably larger than the Arctic cod. Saffron cod are report-
ed to reach 19 in (50 cm) and 2.2 lbs (1 kg). We have seen specimens as 
large as 7 in (18 cm) in Elson Lagoon and Dease Inlet.

Range
Saffron cod are confined to the North Pacific, Bering, Chukchi 

and Beaufort Seas. Morrow (1980) considers Kotzebue the northern 
limit, but we have caught specimens in Dease Inlet, Colville Delta, and 
Prudhoe Bay. Large fish have been taken along the Beaufort Sea coast 
from Kaktovik eastward.



Eddie Rexford caught this very large saffron cod in a gill net set 
along the barrier islands northeast of Kaktovik.

General
Saffron cod, like Arctic cod, spawn in winter in shallow coastal 

waters, where they prefer pebbly bottoms.

Human Use
In some areas, the saffron cod is an important traditional native 

food for coastal Eskimos of the Bering Sea, although at Barrow they are 
not caught as frequently as Arctic cod. Kaktovik residents report that 
these normally rare fish have become abundant since the late 1990s. 
Morrow1 reports that this species was taken commercially in Russia 
along the Siberian coast with landings to about 20,000 tons (18 million 
kg) during World War II.



Nataabnaq

Arctic Flounder
Liopsetta glacialis (Pallas)

Appearance
The Arctic flounder has a typical flounder shape with a highly 

compressed, flattened body and both eyes on the same side of the 
head.  The color is a fairly uniform sandy brown to olive green. The fins 
(actually the dorsal and anal fins) attach along the entire side of the 
fish. The caudal fin extends straight back and is relatively small.

Growth and Size
The average size is about 10 in (25 cm) with the largest specimens 

reaching 13 in (35 cm).

Range
The Arctic flounder has a circumpolar range and is rather com-

mon in the Chukchi and Beaufort Seas that border the North Slope. 
Bristol Bay is considered the southern limit. It is a marine fish but is 
fairly common in brackish water lagoons along the North Slope, such 
as Elson Lagoon. In Elson Lagoon we caught an average of 10 per day 
(26 maximum) during July and August 1996 in a fish trap near Pigniq 
sometimes referred to as “Duck Camp.”



An Arctic flounder (6 in) that became snagged in a gill net in 
Elson Lagoon on 11 July, 2000. Fish provided by Ellis Patkotak.

Similar Species
The Arctic flounder, at least in its adult form, can only be confused 

with one other fish along the Arctic coast — the starry flounder.  Unlike 
the starry flounder, the Arctic flounder’s fins are unmarked.

General
Like other flounders, the Arctic flounder begins life as a typical 

symmetrical fish, swimming upright. During development one eye mi-
grates over the head and rests against the other. The fish then assume 
a flattened shape, settle on the sea floor and live their lives as a demer-
sal or bottom-dwelling fish.

 



Starry Flounder
Platichthys stellatus (Pallas)

Nataabnaq

Appearance
The starry flounder looks similar to the Arctic flounder but can be 

easily distinguished by dark and light barring on the dorsal and anal 
fins.  

Growth and Size
One of the largest of the true flounders, it is reported to reach 39 

in (1 m) and 20 lbs (9.1 kg).

Range
The starry flounder ranges from California to the Arctic Ocean 

into the Eastern Canadian Beaufort Sea. It is a coastal species and is 
one of the most abundant flounders in Pacific coastal waters from 
Northern California to the Bering Sea.



General
Spawning occurs in winter and spring in coastal waters. Like 

other flounders, in the early stages they are symmetrical and swim 
upright. They make inshore-offshore migrations, moving into shallow 
waters in summer and waters to 950 ft (300 m) deep in winter. The 
young are reported to move great distances (up to 72 miles; 20 km) up 
large rivers, such as the Columbia River. The authors have caught them 
in Elson Lagoon. An unusual trait of this species is that it can occur as a 
‘right-’ or ‘left- sided’ fish.  That is, the eyes may move either to the right 
or left side during development. Most other flounders have their eyes 
only on the right side.



Pawmaksraq

Capelin
Mallotus villosus (Miller)
Other:  Candlefish

Appearance
The capelin is bright silver in color. These fish have small scales 

and have a slight cucumber smell when fresh. The capelin’s adipose fin 
is attached along the back for the entire length of the fin; this charac-
teristic distinguishes it from other fish in the smelt family.

Growth and Size
Capelin reach an average length of about 5 to 9 in (13-23 cm). 

They may reach maturity at about one year and live about three 
years18. Little is known about their growth.



A mature male capelin (top) and an immature capelin from the Chukchi 
beach near Barrow.

Range
Capelin range from Washington State to the Arctic Ocean and 

west to Korea.

General
In most seas, capelin is a very important part of the food chain. 

Minke whales feed heavily on capelin in the North Atlantic.

Human Use
Capelin roe is considered a delicacy, especially in Japanese fish 

markets. On several occasions (e.g., July 1993, July 2003)  hundreds of 
Barrow people caught capelin that were spawning in the surf along 
the beach. They caught them in pails, nets, buckets, and by hand. 
Hundreds of thousands of fish probably spawned along the shore and 
could easily be seen in huge schools.



Kanayuq

Fourhorn Sculpin
Myoxocephalus quadricornis (Linnaeus)
Other: Devil fish, Irish Lord

Appearance
The body is strongly tapered toward the tail. The most distinctive 

character is the presence of four bony projections on the head. Four 
sharp spines also project off the gill covers. The young are gray in color 
while the adults are dark brown.

Growth and Size
These relatively small fish grow to about 12 in (30 cm) and 0.6 lbs 

(0.26 kg)1. They spawn in December and January under the ice in river 
mouths. The eggs hatch in early spring.

Range
The fourhorn sculpin is an abundant circumpolar species of cold 

brackish water. In Alaska it is found mostly in river mouths but ascends 
far upriver in most North Slope rivers, and as far as 100 miles (190 km) 
up the Mackenzie River in Canada.

Similar Species
Slimy sculpin.



General
These tough fish can tolerate low temperatures. In fact, some de-

velop a natural “antifreeze” in the blood as a defense against freezing. 
Interestingly, the males guard the eggs on the spawning grounds and 
attack anything that comes within 1 ft (30 cm).

Human Use
Currently, fourhorn sculpins have moderate use by North Slope 

residents and are often a pest in gill nets set in rivers and estuaries. 
Sometimes catches number in the hundreds. Anyone who has cleaned 
under-ice nets in the North Slope river delta has felt the sharp pain of 
their spines poke holes in their fingers. The liver, however, is large and 
is particularly good eating. Fourhorn sculpins readily take a lure, fish-
ing for them is a great way to keep kids entertained while camping.



Pacific Herring
Clupea pallasii (Valenciennes)

Appearance
Pacific herring have a distinctive deep blue back which fades 

abruptly to silvery sides, and lack an adipose fin. It is the only herring 
species known to occur along the North Slope.

Growth and Size
Average size is about 12 in (25 cm) in length and about 0.5 lb 

(0.25 kg) in weight, but slightly larger specimens occur. In Alaska, 
Pacific herring spawn from mid-March to May with a large female 
producing up to 60,000 eggs. Females become mature by three years, 
reaching a maximum age of over nine years.

Range
The Pacific herring ranges from Baja California along the entire 

Pacific coast of the U.S., and into the Canadian Beaufort Sea. It is an 
exclusively marine fish. It is most abundant in the North Pacific, but is 
found in the nearshore waters of the Chukchi and Beaufort seas in low 
numbers.

Uqsruqtuuq



Similar Species
Along the Beaufort coast Native fisherman sometimes refer to 

least cisco as “herring” although they easily recognize the difference 
between the two. Both fish are of similar size, shape and color, but if 
seen side-by-side they look very different. The steel-blue back of fresh 
Pacific herring is dramatic. At some point, someone gave Native fisher-
men the wrong English name, which has been used ever since. Subse-
quently, several subsistence studies report large catches of “herring” at 
Barrow which are undoubtedly least cisco.

General
Pacific herring spawn in shallow water in large assemblages, 

where the eggs adhere to marine vegetation. Small invertebrates form 
the principal food of the young fish. Adults feed on both fish and inver-
tebrates, but in turn are eaten by “virtually every animal large enough 
to eat them”1. Once hatched the young herring frequent shallow bays 
and harbors. As noted above, Pacific herring are one of the most abun-
dant fish of the Pacific coast. In 1912 a school filled Klawock harbor 
(on Prince of Wales Island) solidly. An eyewitness said the bay was 
“solid with herring from top to bottom... big halibut skittered along the 
surface, unable to bore down into the jam of dead and dying herring.” 
The mass was estimated at 40 million cubic feet of pure fish; if piled on 
a football field, it would form a heap about 900 ft (270 m) high!

Human Use
At this northern edge of the species distribution, Pacific herring 

are little utilized by North Slope Natives. On the other hand, commer-
cial fishermen harvested huge catches elsewhere on the Pacific coast, 
particularly in the early 1900s when landings peaked at about 1.3 
billion lbs (600 million kg) for the Siberian and North American coasts. 
One of the best-known fisheries is the egg-on-kelp fishery. Fishermen 
harvest the eggs in an intense, short and highly-regulated season in 
which openings last only a few hours. The eggs bring fishermen high 
prices from Japanese markets.



Immature wolffish (5.5 in, 14 cm) found on the Chukchi Sea beach 
near Barrow in August 1998 (found by Dr. Menghua Wei).

Some Uncommon Marine Fishes
The following are some of the less common marine species that people 
occasionally report while beachcombing or net fishing along the near-
shore Arctic coast. These fish come from several families such as the 
blenny, wolffish, snailfish, and sand lance families. In the Beaufort Sea 
coastal waters the most common families are the cods, capelins and lipa-
rids. The identifications can be difficult and, in some cases where we did 
not have the fish in-hand, the specific name may be incorrect. The genus 
or group should be useful, however, for identifying the fish.

An adult wolffish found washed ashore 
by 
Simon Tagarook, Jr of Kaktovik.



Prickleback Family

Members of the prickleback family (Stichaeidae) are generally 
carnivorous, long and slender, and have a tentacle above the eye.  They 
are found in most of the world’s oceans18.  

Slender Eelblenny 
Lumpenus fabricii (Reinhardt)

The slender eelblenny has a long dorsal fin with a distinct tail fin 
(unlike the eelpouts). It is similar to snake prickleback Lumpenus sagitta 
(Wilimovsky) [shown above]. [Note: Lumpenus are not lumpsuckers.]

Eelpout Family

The eelpout family (Zoarcidae) have large heads, long slender 
bodies and overhanging upper jaws.  The dorsal (top) and caudal (tail) 
fins join together and are indistinguishable18.  The fins lack spines 
and therefore feel soft. They constitute a complex family with many 
members but the genus Lycodes is known to inhabit the Alaskan Arctic 
Ocean along the North Slope (Bob Fechhelm personal communication, 

Flesh colors with vertical bars and soft scaled skin.  An 
eelpout (Lycodes) was found on the Barrow beach by 
Gilford Mongoyak (Sept 1999). 



Wolffish Family

Members of the wolffish family (Anarhichadidae)  have long bod-
ies, broad mouths, strong jaws and sharp needle-like teeth. At least 
two species occur in Alaska, the Bering wolffish and the wolfeel. Both 
are uncommon here.  They have heavy molars for feeding on crabs, 
clams and snails17.

Bering Wolffish 
Anarhichas orientalis (Pallas)

Bering wolffish can grow quite large. Terry Jones caught a live 
wolffish in the surf near Barrow which weighed 31 lbs (14.2 kg) in Sep-
tember 1995.  It was 39 in (100 cm) in length. Others have been found 
washed up on the beaches of Barrow, Kaktovik and other villages.

Wolf Eel
Anarrhichthys occellatus (Ayres)

Wolf eels are another member of the wolffish family.  They have 
been reported on the North Slope.



Snailfish and Lumpfish
Several species of snailfish and lumpfish inhabit the waters off the 
North Slope; although they are not reported very often along the 
beach or in nets. These species tend to be unusual looking.

Snailfish
Along the North Slope, the “Liparids” or members of the genus 

Liparis, are fairly common. In some species, the pelvic fins are modified 
to cling to rocks. They can grow to 11 inches ( 27 cm). Some lack scales.

A snailfish (about 4 inches long) brought to a nest by a black guillemot 
at Cooper Island. It is probably Liparis tunicatus or L. megacephalus. 
Fish courtesy of George Divoky.

Lumpsuckers
Lumpsuckers, such as the leather-fin lumpsucker (Eumicrotremus 

derjugini), have been reported along the northern coast of Alaska 
(Fishes of Alaska. 2002. Mecklenburg, T. Mecklenburg, A., and 
Thorsteinson, L.K. American Fisheries Society. 1116 pp). Drawing 
source: Natural Resources Canada www.nrcan.gc.ca.

The leather-fin lumpsucker (Eumicrotremus derjugini) is found in the 
Beaufort Sea. A similar species has been reported in nearshore fish 
studies near Prudhoe Bay.



Snailfish and Lumpfish
Several species of snailfish and lumpfish inhabit the waters off the North 
Slope; although they are not reported very often along the beach or in 
nets. These species tend to be unusual looking.

Smooth Lumpsucker
Cyclopterus lumpus

Cyclopterus has been reported in fisheries studies near Prudhoe 
Bay in nearshore nets. The fish caught may not be the species shown 
here.

A snailfish (about 4 inches long) brought to a nest by a black guillemot at Cooper Island. 
It is probably Liparis tunicatus or L. megacephalus. Fish courtesy of George Divoky.

Snailfish
Liparis liparis (Linnaeus)

Along the North Slope, the “Liparids” or members of the genus 
Liparis, are fairly common. In some species, the pelvic fins are modified 
to cling to rocks. They can grow to 11 inches ( 27 cm). Some lack scales.

Lumpsuckers
Lumpsuckers, such as the Leather-fin lumpsucker (Eumicrotre-

mus derjugini), have been reported along the northern coast of Alaska 
(Fishes of Alaska. 2002. Mecklenburg, T. Mecklenburg, A., and Thor-
steinson, L.K. American Fisheries Society. 1116 pp.)



Sand lance found on the beach near Barrow.

Sand Lances

These fish are small (3-4 inches, or about 7.5-10.0 cm ), slender, 
and cylinder-shaped, and occupy all oceans. The Greek genus name 
“Ammodytes” literally means “sand diver”2. They can dive head first into 
the sand to escape predators, hence the name “sand diver.” Like some 
other fish they lack swim bladders, and literally must “sink or swim.”

Pacific Sand Lance
Ammodytes hexapterus (Pallas)

Sand lance form huge schools and, like Arctic cod, are an impor-
tant prey item for fish-eating mammals, birds and other fish. According 
to Robert Suydam, sand lance are rather good eating when fried whole 
in oil and garlic.  



On 15 November 1998 a Pacific sleeper 
shark was found near Pt. Hope.  This is 
a very rare occurrence but since it was 
so sensational we included it! Few elders 
along the Chukchi Sea Coast recall seeing 
such an animal - a time span of at least 70 
years. The shark  was 7.5 feet (2.29 m) in 
length; the weight was estimated at over 
200 pounds (90.7 kg). 

Sharks

Only two representatives of the shark group reached Arctic wa-
ters. The Pacific Sleeper Shark (Somniosus pacificus) on the Pacific side 
and the Greenland Shark (Somniosus microcephalus) on the Altantic 
side, reach Arctic waters.  These large docile sharks grow to 25 feet.  
They offer little resistance when hooked and may feed on fish, seals, 
and dead whales. Their name “Somniosus” means “sleepy” in Latin18.  

Pacific Sleeper Shark
Somniosus pacificus (Bigelow & Schroeder)

Pacific sleeper sharks are rarely seen on the North Slope but are 
known to occur in the Bering and Chukchi seas. However, a few records 
exist. One washed up on the beach at Pt. Hope in 1998 (see figure).  
Barry Bodfish saw a large one from the ice edge many years ago while 
whaling at Wainwright.  Jacob Negovanna saw a shark “about 4 feet 
long” in August 2001 northeast of Barrow, while seal hunting. They can 
apparently grow to 20 feet (6.2 m). They eat a variety of invertebrates, 
fish, seals, and carrion such as dead whales18.
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Glossary
adipose fin - small fleshy fin on the back, between the dorsal fin and tail

amphidromus - a life cycle in which the fish lives part of the year in brackish water and 
breeds in fresh water (such as cisco)

anadromous - a lifecycle in which the fish lives part of the year in the ocean and breeds 
in fresh water (such as salmon)

anal fin - fin on the belly behind the anus and before the caudal fin (tail)

barbel - a small fleshy appendage that hangs; located near the mouth, chin or nostrils. 

brackish - water that is part fresh and part sea water

caudal fin - the tail fin

circumpolar - occurring in all or most high-latitude areas; not restricted to a single 
region

commercial use -  refers to fish harvested for profit

demersal -  bottom-dwelling

dorsal fin - fin on the midline of the back; there may be more than one dorsal fin, or 
one fin may be broken into two or more sections

emergent vegetation - plants that grow underwater but project above the surface of 
the water; often found along the edges of ponds and streams

estuary/estuarine area - a bay that is at times influenced by both sea and freshwater

fry - young fish that have recently hatched but are no longer larvae

gill arch - the bony structure bearing the gill rakers

gill net - refers to mesh nets of various sizes which catch fish by snagging them by 
their gill covers or body

gill raker - bony projections on the sides of the gill arches; often fish species can be 
distinguished by the number of gill rakers

insectivore - a fish (or other animal) whose diet is mostly or entirely insects

Iñupiaq- one person; the language of; adjective referring to culture of people of 
Alaska’s northern coast

Iñupiat - the people of the northern Alaskan coast.

jigging - a type of fishing that involves bouncing a lure at the end of a line in the water



lacustrine - having to do with lakes; a life cycle in which the fish lives its entire life in a 
lake

lateral line - a row of pores along the sides of bony fishes that function as a sense 
organ; may or may not be visible, depending on species

laterally compressed - flattened side to side, as in flounders

marine - living in or having to do with salt water or the ocean

omnivorous - a fish (or other animal) whose diet consists of a wide variety of both 
plant and animal items

otolith - ear bones in a fish

overwintering area- area in which fish spend the winter

natal stream - stream in which the fish hatched

pectoral fins - the paired fins behind the head (the “arms”)

peduncle - (also caudal peduncle) area of the fish “behind”, (posterior to) the anal fin, 
where the tail fin connects to the body

pelvic fins - the paired fins on the belly; their placement is usually in “front” of the tail

pivsi - air-dried fillets (Iñupiaq)

qaglu - stream pools or deep river channels (Iñupiaq)

quaq - meat which is eaten frozen (Iñupiaq)

relict population - the small population that remains after reduction of a formerly 
widely-distributed population

salinity - a measure of how much salt is contained in brackish or sea water

spawning - the process of releasing eggs and sperm into the water for reproduction

spawning run - the generally up-stream run of mature fish to a spawning area 

sport fishing -  usually hook and line fishing (“dangling”); both for recreation and food

subsistence use- wildlife taken for food by traditional methods, and not for commercial 
purposes

suvak - the egg mass in a ripe female (Iñupiaq)



A
Aanaakdiq  6, 14-16
Admiralty Bay  13
Ahgeak, Mae  46
Alaska Peninsula  29
Alaskan Dolly Varden.  See Dolly Varden
Allen, Annie  11
“Alligator fish” See pike, northern
Aleutian Islands  29
Amaqtuq  38-39
Ammodytes  80

hexapterus  80
Anarhichadidae  78
Anarhichas

orientalis  78
Anarrhichthys

occellatus  78
anatomy, fish  5
Arctic cod.  See Cod, Arctic.
Arctic flounder.  See Flounder, Arctic
Arctic Islands  47
Arctic Ocean  29,  62,  70

B
Baja California  53,  74
Barrow  13,  29,  35,  44, 65,  77,  81
Beaufort Sea  2,  15,  20,  35,  36,  63,  64,  66,  

68,  74, 75
Bering Sea  81
Bering wolffish.  See Wolffish, Bering
Blackfish

Alaska  51-52
Blenny

slender eel  77
Bodfish, Barry  81
Boreogadus

saida  62
Bristol Bay  39,  66
Brooks Range  51
Brower, Harry, Jr.  49
Burbot  45

C
California  38,  68
Canada, Arctic  30
Candlefish. See capelin
Capelin  70-71
Catostomus

catostomus  47
char  26

Arctic  29-30

C
Chipp River  13,  15-16,  26,  29,  41,  46,  47,  

53
Chukchi Sea  64-66,  74,  76,  81,  82
Chukotka Peninsula  47
Cisco

Arctic  2-3,  7,  8-11,  13
Bering  10,  12-13
least  9, 19-21

Clupea
pallasii  20, 74

Cod
Arctic  1,  2,  3, 62-63,  64
freshwater. See burbot
saffron  64-65
tom. See cod, saffron. See cod: Arctic

cod, freshwater. See burbot
Colville River  2,  10,  12-17,  20,  23,  31-32,  

35,  45,  47,  51
Delta  2,  10,  14,  20,  53,  60
Drainage  28

Columbia River  69
Coregonicola  21
Coregonus

autumnalis  9
clupeaformis  18
laurettae  12
nasus  14
nelsoni  18
pidschian  17
sardinella  19-21

Cottus
cognatus  57

Craig, P.C.  34,  35,  83,  84
Craighead, Lance  50
Cyclopterus

lumpus  79

D
Dallia

pectoralis  51-52
Dease Inlet 17,  53,  64
Devil fish. See Sculpin, fourhorn
Dolly Varden  26,  27,  28,  30,  54
Duck Camp   66,  69



E
Eelpout  77
Eleginus

gracilis  64
Elson Lagoon  11,  35,  37,  39,  63,  64,  66,  

69
Esox

lucius  49
Eulachon  61

F
Fechhelm, Bob  78
Fish

basic anatomy 5
boiling  3
brackish water  59
fillets  3
frying  3
nearshore marine species  59
other freshwater species  40
uncommon marine species  76

Fish Markets  
Japanese  71,  75

Fisheries Research Board of Canada  1
Flounder

Arctic  1,  66-67
Starry  67,  68-69

Fourhorn sculpin.  See Sculpin, fourhorn

G
Gallaway, B. J.  10,  82
Gasterosteus

aculeatus  53
Grayling 2,  40,  54

Arctic  2,  43-44,  56
Great Slave Lake  47

H
Harcharek, R. 14
Harrison Bay  60
harvest  1-2,  20,  28

broad whitefish  16
cisco  13
herring  75-76

Hart, J.L.  1
Helmericks camp 13
Helmericks family  18

H
Herring.  See also Cisco, Least

egg-on-kelp fishery  75-76
Pacific  74-75

Hooligan.  See Eulachon
Hudson Bay  23,  53

I
Ikpikpak River  14,  16,  18,  23,  34,  47,   49
Idhuabniq 60-61
Iduuqiñiq  51-52 
Inconnu  24-25
Iqalugaq  62-63
Iqalugruaq  34-37
Iqalusaaq  25,  46
Irish Lord. See Sculpin, fourhorn.
Itkillitpaat  14

J
Jones, Terry  78

K
Kachemach River  22
Kakalisauraq  55-56
Kaktovik  11,  28,  32,  65
Kanayuq 57-8,  72-3, 
Kenai Peninsula  41
Klawock  75
Kobuk River  31
Kodiak Island  29
Kolyma River 14
Korea  70
Kotzebue  64
Kovalsky, Richard  11
Kugrua River  37
Kuuk River  60

L
Labrador  60
Lake trout  2,  26,  31-32
Lampetra

japonica  41-42
Lamprey

Arctic  41-42
Ling cod. See Burbot



L
Lindsey, C.C.  1,  54,  82
Liopsetta

glacialis  66
Liparis

liparis  79
Longnose sucker  47
Lorenz, Konrad  54
Lota

lota  45
Lumpenus

fabricii  77
Lumpfish  79
Lumpsucker

smooth  79
Lycodes  77

M
Mackenzie River  9,  13,  18,  38,  41,  72

drainage  9,  15 
Maguire, Rochfort  1,  82
Mallotus

villosus  70
Martz, Mike  56
Matumeak, James  63
Matumeak, Warren  29
Mayuagiaq River  32
Meade River  13,  16

delta  49
McPhail, J.D.  1,  54,  84
Mayuaqiaq R.[Miguakiak-USGS] 32
Milugiaq  47-48
Miluveach River  22
Minke whales  70
Mongoyak, Gilford  77
Morris, Bill  53
Morrow, James E.  1,  54,  64,  82
Moulton, L.L.  14,  17
Mudminnow. See Blackfish, Alaska
Mullet. See Longnose sucker
Myoxocephalus

quadricornis  72

N
Nataabnaq  66-67,  68-69
Neakok, Raymond, Jr.  16
Nebraska  50
Negovanna, Jacob  81
Nimigiaq  41-42
Ninespine stickleback. See Stickleback, 

ninespine.
Noatak River  49, 50
North Atlantic  70
North Pacific Sea  64
North Slope of Alaska  4,  15,  35,  61
Northern New Jersey  60
Northern pike. See Pike, Northern
Norton Sound  62
Nuiqsut  2 

camp  13
Nukapigak, E.  14
Nuvuk  1

O
Oncorhynchus

gorbuscha  38
keta  34
tshawytscha  36-37

Osmeridae  61
Osmerus

mordax  60

P
Pacific herring. See Herring, Pacific
Pacific sleeper shark. See Shark, Pacific 

Sleeper
Pacific sand lance. See Sand lance, Pacific
Pagmaksraq  70-71
parasites
Piakluk (see Arctic charr)

Coregonicola  20
Patkotak, Crawford  37
Patkotak, Ellis  67
Peard Bay  37
Pigniq  66
Pike

Asian  49
European  49
Northern  49,  54

Pikuktuuq  17-18
Pittalagruaq Lake  53
Pivsi  3, 16



P
Platichthys

stellatus  68
Plover, H.M.S. 1
preparation as food  3
Pribilof Islands  61
Price River  22
Prickleback  59, 77

family  78
Prince of Wales Island  75
Prince William Sound  39
Prosopium

cylindraceum  22-23
Prudhoe Bay  9-10,  28,  53,  64,  79
Pt. Barrow  1,  39
Point Hope  59,  82
Point Lay  34
Pungitius

pungitius  55
Pulayaaq  49

Q
Qaaktaq  9,  10,  11,  13
Qaglu River  2,  15
Qaqulik  34,  35
Quaq  3, 18

R
Rainbow smelt.  See Smelt, Rainbow.
Rexford, Eddie  65
Ritter, Amy  66
Roe

capelin  70-71
salmon  35

Russia  11,  15,  63,  65

S
Saffron cod.  See Cod, saffron.
Sagvagniqtuuq (“Sag”) River  17,  28
Salmon  2

chinook 3,   36-37
chum  2,  34-35,  39
coho  2,  35,  39
dog. See Salmon, chum
humpback. See Salmon, pink.
king. See Salmon, chinook
pacific  33,  36,  38
pink  2,  38-39

S
roe fishery  35
sockeye  3, 33, 37

Salvelinus  26,  30
alpinus  29
malma  27,  27-28
namaycush  31-32

Sandlance  76, 80
Pacific  81

Savigunnaq  22-23
Sculpin

fourhorn  72-73
slimy  57-58

Seal
bearded  63
ringed  63

Shark  59, 81
Greenland  81
Pacific sleeper  81

Sheefish. See Inconnu
Siberia  14
Siberian coast  65
Siibruaq  24-25 
Siulik  49-50
Slender Eelblenny.  See Blenny, slender eel
Smelt  40

rainbow  60-61
surf  61

Snailfish  76, 79
Somniosus

microcephalus  81
pacificus  81

spawning runs  8, 16
Starry flounder.  See Flounder, starry.
Stefansson, Vilhjalmur  2,  82
Stenodus

leucichthys  24
Stichaedae  77
Stickleback  40

ninespine  55-56
threespine  53-54

Sucker, longnose  47-48
Sulukpaugaq  43-44
Suvak   3



T
Taku River  22
Tasiqpak Lake  19,  26,  31, 32

monster  32 
Tasiqpaatchiaq Lake  41,  60
Threespine stickleback.  See Stickleback, 

threespine.
Thymallus

arcticus  43-44
Tiipuq  11-13
Tittaaliq  45-46,  52
Tom Cod.  See Cod, Arctic or Cod, saffron.
Tuupagruk River  13

U
Uqsruqtuuq  74-75
Utuqqoq (Utakok) River  35
Uugaq  64-65

V
Vancouver Island  60

Y
Yukon drainage  41
Yukon-Kuskokwim delta  52,  56
Yukon-Kuskokwim rivers  15

W
Wainwright  61,  81
Washington State  70
Wei, Menghua  76
West Dock Causeway  10
Whitefish  2, 8,  44

Alaska  18
broad  2–3, 14-16,  23
humpback  17-18,  23
lake  18. See also Whitefish, broad round  

22-23
Wolf eel  78
Wolffish  59, 76, 78

Bering  78

Z
Zoarcidae  77
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