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Beneath the choppy waters of Lake
Winnipeg lurks one of the West’s great
delicacies. SHEL ZOLKEWICH heads to
Gimli, Manitoba, to catch some pickerel
(and land one great sandwich).
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vening. We’re aboard Gimme
Shelter, a 23-foot fishing skiff,
and headed for a couple of white
flags flapping in the wind on
Lake Winnipeg. They mark Arni
Matheson’s nets. After a lifetime
of living among the fishermen of
Gimli, Manitoba, I still have no
idea how these old codgers decipher one man’s flag from another’s,
but the fishermen seem to know.
I’m parked on the rail, facing into the wind as we speed along,
and there’s a steady stream coming from my watering eyes. A
nearby distillery is pumping out the sweet mash aroma of that
iconic Canadian whisky, Crown Royal, which runs neck and neck
with the pickerel we’re after today for the title of Gimli’s favourite export. It’s vast and impossibly peaceful out here, like some
guidebook’s idea of Canada.
Matheson slows the outboard and we
wheel around to his first net. When he cuts
the motor, the silence of this lake pours into
the boat like an invisible fog. “Time to get
to work,” he announces. But not before he
flicks on the stereo. Today, it’s vintage Hank
Williams Sr.—“Hey, Good Lookin’.”
Matheson, 45, high-school hellraiser and
masterful crooner, makes his life on the
lake. In the fall season, he pulls his nets
daily, sometimes collecting 800 pounds of
prized pickerel, taking each fish out of the
mesh by hand. In summer, he’ll do it two or
three times a day to prevent the fish from
going bad. And in winter, when Lake Winnipeg boasts four feet of ice, he’ll do it with
the help of an ancient contraption made
by Bombardier that resembles a rounded-off school bus on skis, a
massive auger and a bucket of warm water to thaw his icy hands.
It’s a helluva way to make a living, but the thought of Matheson’s
six-foot, two-inch frame and his swinging ponytail behind a desk
is absurd. His thousand-mile stare over the lake lets you know he
wouldn’t have it any other way.
Most of the pickerel harvested from Lake Winnipeg makes its
way overseas, but a handful of fishermen prefer to do business
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VIKING QUEST Boats,
Scandanavians and Canadian
whisky make up the trinity that
rules Gimli. These day a close
fourth is cottage owners and
weekend visitors from the city and
environs who relax on the huge
expanse of Lake Winnipeg.
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food pickerel
closer to home. A lot closer to home. They sell their catch at farmers’ markets and to restaurants in Winnipeg. If you opt for a pickerel dinner at an eatery in Gimli, chances are pretty good you’ll be
eating fish recently plucked from the lake that day.

At the Table

In Gimli, pickerel is the preferred fish and it’s on the menu at family joints like Kris’ Fish & Chips and Beach Boy, where they plate
it up with Greek salad and roasted potatoes. But at one establishment, this humble fish gets the kind of treatment often reserved
for black truffles, Kobe beef or beluga caviar. At Mask Restaurant,
pickerel is culinary gold.
Get chef Stephane Thierry talking about food and he’s not likely
to stop until an order comes in to his tiny kitchen. His FrenchItalian blood runs hot with tales of crafting his first paté at the
age of eight (his uncle was a butcher) and making the rounds
at Italian food markets. “I would go in the morning, stop in and
see my friend the butcher, tell him what I wanted, then go to the
bakery, have a coffee, read the paper, then pick up what I needed
for the day. Oh, how I miss that.”
After a short stint at a Manitoba resort he gathered a few partners and opened Mask in 2009, intent on transporting the European sensibilities to the shores of Lake Winnipeg. He started by
looking to his own backyard. Down the road you can see the lake,
source of the pickerel that appears on so many of his plates.

You can have pickerel for breakfast if you order the Fisherman—
fresh pan-seared fillets, lightly breaded, served with bacon, eggs
and potatoes and topped with homemade Hollandaise sauce. At
lunchtime, opt for pickerel on rye. Thierry wasn’t willing to settle
for just any rye, so he worked with the agreeable owners of the
Arborg Bakery (60 kilometres away) to get it just right. The result
is a large loaf with a whimsical dark-and-light swirl that holds buttery pickerel, sautéed onions, lettuce, tomato and the ingredient
that brings it all together—a hefty slice of grilled mozzarella that’s
crispy on one side and soft on the other.
It’s the fresh basil that will first waft up from pickerel al cartoccio at dinnertime. Your parchment packet starts with a grilled
wedge of potato layered high with fresh tomato, garlic, asparagus,
red onion, olive oil and a perfectly baked pickerel fillet. A generous
sprig of basil, added after cooking, crowns the tower.

If you go

Gimli is about 90 kilometres north of Winnipeg on Highway 8. It
will take you less than an hour to get to town. Plan to arrive before
lunch, stroll the dock and watch fisherman haul in the catch of
the day. Flop down on the beach for the afternoon with a good
book. No one will notice if you catch 40 winks. If you just can’t
bear to leave, book a room at Lakeview Resort (877-355-3500,
lakeviewhotels.com) and wake up to the sound of waves crashing
on Gimli Beach. wl
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Recipes

Sourcing pickerel can be tough. Never substitute pike,
which, though a cousin, is muddy tasting and full of bones.
Your best options are fresh rainbow trout (look for small
ones) or a blander fish like catfish or the ubiquitous tilapia.

Pickerel on Rye

8

tbsp olive oil (not extra
virgin)
4
pickerel fillets, about 6
oz each (cleaned)
2
medium zucchinis
2
medium tomatoes (thinly
sliced)
4
leaves of green-leaf
letuce
12 slices red onion (thinly
sliced)
1 ½ cups diced or shredded
mozzarella cheese
2
tbsp parmigiano cheese
4
tbsp mayo (made with a
light olive oil, if available)

slices marble rye bread
Sea salt and pepper

2

Wash the zucchini and slice into
¼-inch slices. Fry in pan with
pickerel until fish is opaque (about
4 minutes each side). Season with
salt and pepper.
While fish is cooking, toast
the bread. On the bottom slice,
place some lettuce, then 2 slices
of tomato. Top the tomato with
3 thin slices of onion. Spread the
top slice with olive-oil mayo and
set aside.
Place one pan-seared pickerel
fillet on top of each bottom slice
of bread. Top with about 4 slices

of zucchini. Meanwhile melt 4
little heaps of mozzarella cheese
in the non-stick pan and top with
parmigiano. When the cheese is
completely melted and gold on the
bottom, place a heap on top of
each sandwich.
Finish by placing the top slice
and cut in half. Accompany with
wildberry salad or crispy fries.
Makes 4 sandwiches.

Pickerel Cartoccio
4
8

tbsp extra-virgin olive oil
pickerel fillets, about 6 oz
each (cleaned)
2
medium tomatoes
1
bunch thin aspargus
(about 28 stems)
1/2 cup of chopped red onion
4
Yukon gold potatoes,
boiled
1/2 tsp fresh thyme
8
leaves fresh basil
4
tbsp pesto sauce

4

large sheets parchment
paper (about 17 inches
each)
Sea salt and pepper

Preheat oven to 375ºF.
Dice tomatoes and mix with
pesto and red onion. Slice the
potatoes ¼-inch thick and grill or
pan-fry. Open parchment paper
and line up the grilled potato, then
adjust with salt and pepper.
Place two pickerel fillets for each
“cartoccio,” one atop the other.
Add 7 asparagus stems on top
of the fish, then cover with the
tomato and pesto sauce. Finish
with herbs and extra-virgin olive oil,
then fold the paper around the fish
similar to a gift package. Bake in
oven for 22–25 minutes.
When ready, the bag should
look like a pillow. To serve, cut the
top of the bag in a cross shape
with a sharp knife at the very last
moment. Serves 4–6.

BRINGING YOU
TM

This ground breaking technology in the field
of cosmetic medicine has been featured on
The View, Rachael Ray and CBS Morning
Show and is now available at clinic 805.
Sublative Rejuvenation (www.sublativeskin.com)
is clinically proven to treat fine lines, wrinkles,
pigmented areas, acne scars, and textural
irregularities through the stimulation of new cell
growth resulting in smoother, softer, more
youthful looking skin.

beauty

through technology

Dr. Ken Smith is pleased to introduce the Vectra ® 3D
imaging system, helping you make a confident,
informed decision by allowing
you to visualize your new look
in 3D before surgery!

Please call for your complimentary consultation

Dr. Kenneth A. Smith
112

WESTERNLIVING . CA SEPTEMBER 2011

Plastic Surgery Clinic
805 Fairfield Rd, Victoria, B.C. V8V 0A7 | P. 250.595.3888
www.kasmithplastics.ca

Dr. Kenneth A. Smith

Plastic Surgery Clinic
805 Fairfield Rd, Victoria, B.C. V8V 0A7 | P. 250.595.3888
www.kasmithplastics.ca
WESTERNLIVING . CA SEPTEMBER 2011

113

