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FISHING INDUSTRY OF THE KAZAKHS
OF THE TARBAGATAI REGION

The article examines the types of economy of the Kazakhs of the Tarbagatai district, analyzes the
fishing industry of the villages located near Lake Zaysan. It presents the species of fish living in Lake Zay-
san, its flora and fauna, the fishing profession of local Kazakhs, as well as their fishing gear and methods.
The purpose of the article to analyze the development of the fishing industry of the Tarbagatai Kazakhs in
the second half of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century, its seasonal features and simi-
larities with fishing in other regions. The article employs historical comparative methods, ethnographic
observation, and discursive analysis of specialized literature and sources related to the topic. As a result,
the activities of fishing complexes located on the shores of Lake Zaysan, their production indicators, as
well as the formation of the first professional Kazakh fishermen are presented. The historical foundations
of the fishing industry of the Tarbagatai Kazakhs and its place within the traditional economic system
are identified. In addition, the tools and methods necessary for traditional fishing are compared. The
relationship between fishermen and farmers. It was studied whether farmers are engaged in fishing in
winter depending on the season. In conclusion, it should be noted that fishing occupies a significant
place in the traditional economic system of the Tarbagatai Kazakhs. This marked the beginning of the
development of fishing on Lake Zaysan and the Irtysh River. It has been established that the basis of the
traditions of the fishing complexes that developed on the Zaysan River in the second half of the 19th
century was fishing.

Key words: Tarbagatai Kazakhs, fishing, Lake Zaysan, Tugyl village, fishermen, types of manage-
ment, fishing industry.
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Tap6araTaii eHipi Ka3aKTapbIHbIH 6AAbIK, ayAay KaCioi

Makanapa Tapbarartait eHipi KasakTapblHblH LLIAPYALIbIAbIK, TYPAEPIHE TOKTaAa Keain, 3aicad
KOAI MaHbIHAQ OpHaAACKaH ayblAAAPAbIH, GaAbIK LLAPYaLLbIAbIFbI KOCIOi TaaaaHasbl. MyHaa 3aiicaH
KOAIHAE TIpWIAiK eTeTiH 6aAbIK, TYPAEPI, OHbIH (hAOpa-thayHACh! XKaHEe XEePriAiKTi Ka3akTapAblH 6aAbIk,
ayAayMmeH Kacibi, oAapAbiH 6aAbiK yCTay KypasAapbl MeH aaicTepi 6epiareH. TapbaraTai Ka3akTapbiHbIH
6aAbIK, LIAPYaLLbIAbIFbIHBIH AAQMYbl, OHbIH ME3riAAIK epeklueAikTepi MeH 6acka eHipaeri 6aAbiK, ayaay
KOCiGIMEH YKCACTbIFbIH, TaApay. HaTuxkeciHae, 3aiicaH KOAI aFacblHAQ OpHaAackaH GaAbIK ayAay
KOMOMHATTapbIHbIH, KbI3METTEPI, OAAPAbIH, OHAIPICTIK KOpCeTKiWTepi XoHe Ka3akTapAblH aAFallKbl
KaCiOM GaAbIKLIbIAAPABIH KaAbinTacybl 6epireai. TapbaraTait Ka3akTapbliHbiH, 6AAbIK, ayAay KOCiOiHiH
TapuXM Heri3aepi MeH Kasipri >karAalbl TaAAQHbIM, OAAPAbIH ASCTYPAI LIapyallblAbIK, >KyHeciHAeri
OpHbI aHbikTaraAbl. COHbIMEH KaTap, ASCTYPAI GaAblK LIAPyallbIAbIFbIHA KXKETTI KYypPaAAap MeH
BAICTEPi CaAbICTbIPbIAAAbL. BaAbIKIIbIAAD MeH eriHliAep apacbiHAaFbl GarAaHbIC. XKbIA Me3riAiHe
Kapaw eriHiiAepAiH, KbicTa 6aAbIK, ayAdyMeH aliHaAbICaTbIHbI 3epAeAeHAi. TapHaraTan KasakTapbiHbIH
ASCTYPAI LIApyalLbIAbIK, XXYHeCiHAe GaAblK ayAay KoCibi alTapAbIKTal OpbiH aAAbl. byA 3aicaH Keai,
EpTic e3eHi 6oibiHAAFbI GAAbIK, LIAPYALUbIAbIFbIHbIH AaMybiHAa Heri3 60oAAbl. XIX FacbipAbiH, eKiHLui
KapThICbIHAQ 3arcaH GOMbIHAQ KAAbINTACKaH GAAbIK, LAPYALLbIAbIFbI KOMOUHATTAPbI ASCTYPI HAAbIK,
ayAay KoCiOiHiH Heri3iHAE KaAbINTaCKaHbl aHbIKTAAAbI.

Tynin ce3aep: TapbGaratanm KasakTapbl, GaAblK LIAPYaLLbIAbIFbI, 3arcaH KeAi, TYFbIA ayblAbl,
6aAbIKLLIbIAAD, WAPYaLLbIAbIK, TYPAEPI, 6GaAbIK, 6HEpKaCiHi.
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Pb160AOBHDIM NPOMBICA Ka3axoB TapbOaraTas

B cTaThbe paccMaTpuBalOTCS BUAbI XO35MICTBOBAHMS Ka3axoB TapbarataiiCkoro pervoHa, aHaAmsm-
pyeTcst pbiGOAOBHbIN MPOMbICEA KMTEAEN ayAOB PaCroOAOXKeHHbIX BOAM3M o3epa 3aicaH. OnumcblBa-
I0TCS BUAbI pbl0, OOMTatOLWLMX B 03epe 3aicaH, ero haopa 1 payHa, pbIGOAOBHbIN MPOMbICEA MECTHbIX
Ka3axoB, a Tak>Ke METOAbBI M CHACTU AASI AOBAM Pbi6. LleAb cTaTbu: mpoaHaAn3npoBaTh pa3suTHe pbiGo-
AOBCTBa y Tapbarataickmx Ka3axoB, ero Ce30HHbIe 0COBEHHOCTM 1 CXOACTBO C PbiIGOAOBCTBOM APYTUX
pervoHoB. o pe3yAbTaTam MCCAEAOBaHMS NMPEACTABAEHA AESITEABHOCTb PbIGOAOBELIKMX KOMOMHATOB,
pacrnoAoXeHHbIX Ha 6eperax o3epa 3arcaH, X NPOM3BOACTBEHHbIE MOKa3aTeAmr, a Takxxe (hopMMpoBa-
HMe MepBbIX MPOECCHOHAABHbBIX Ka3axCKMX PbIGOAOBOB. AHAAM3MPYIOTCS UCTOPUYECKME NPEANOCHIA-
KW 1 COBPEMEHHOE COCTOSIHME PbIOOAOBHOIO NMPOMbICAA TapbaraTaiCkMx Kas3axoB, OMPEAEASEeTCs ero
MeCTO B TPAAMLMOHHOM 3KOHOMMYECKOM CUCTeMe. PacCMOTPEHbI pe3yAbTaTbl CPaBHUTEAbHbIA aHAAMU3
CHACTbEB M METOAbI, HEOGXOAUMbIE AAS TPAAMLIMOHHOTO PbIGOAOBCTBA. B3anMooTHOLEHMS pbiGaKoB
1 pepmepoB. poBeAeH aHaAM3, 3UMHEN AOBAM pblh, 3MMOI B 3aBUCHMOCTM OT Ce30Ha hepmMepamu.
B 3akAloueHre caeayeT OTMETUTb, UTO PbIGOAOBCTBO 3aHWMAeT Ba’kKHOE MeCTO B TPAAMLIMOHHOWM 3KO-
HOMMWYECKON cucTemMe TapbaraTtaiMCkux Ka3axoB. ITO MOAOXKMAO HAYAAO Pa3BUTMIO PbIGOAOBCTBA HA
o3epe 3arncaH 1 peke MpTbill. YCTAaHOBAEHO, YTO NMPEAMNOCHIAKAMU AAS BO3HUKHOBEHMS PblOOAOBELIKMX
KOMOMHATOB Ha peke 3aricaH BO BTOPOM MoAOBMHe XIX Beka SIBASETCS TPAAMUMOHHDBIA PbiGOAOBHbIN

MPOMBICEA.

KatoueBble cAoBa: TapbaraTanickme Kasaxu, pbI6OAOBHOE XO3SIMCTBO, 03epo 3aicaH, ceAo Tyrya,
pbIOOAOB, BUAbI XO3SMCTBOBaHMSI, PbI6OAOBHASI MPOMbILLAEHHOCTb.

Introduction

It is historically known that cattle breeding
has played a significant role in the economic sys-
tem of the Kazakhs in the Tarbagatai region. This
demonstrates the establishment and development of
the traditional form of cattle breeding. Along with
cattle breeding, the development of hunting and
agriculture, fishing has also been an integral part
of economic activities. The fishing industry in the
Tarbagatai region developed along the banks of the
Irtysh River and Lake Zaysan, where it became an
established and evolving practice. Historical sources
describe the flora and fauna of Lake Zaysan, high-
lighting its abundant fish resources. This indicates
that the local Kazakhs have long used fishing as a
supplementary livelihood. The spread of the fishing
industry in the Tarbagatai region suggests that it de-
veloped alongside cattle breeding. Furthermore, by
the early 20th century, fishing had become a fully
developed and professionalized trade, as evidenced
by the establishment of fishery enterprises in the vil-
lages of Tugyl and Topolev-Mys. The traditional
fishing practices of Lake Zaysan were based on com-
mon methods similar to those used in other regions
of Kazakhstan. These included the effective use of
fishing tools such as nets, zhylym (a traditional fish
trap), rods (inekarmak (name of a small fishing rod)
or zhutpakarmak (a group of rods of different sizes
designed to be swallowed by a fish along with the
bait), and various types of fishing traps.

Materials and methods

The development of the economic system of the
Kazakhs of the Tarbagatai region laid the foundation
for the development of a variety of occupations. One
of these was the fishing industry, which developed
around Lake Zaysan and evolved into large fishing
enterprises by the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
Notably, the fishing and processing enterprises that
emerged in the villages of Tugyl and Topolev-Mys
illustrate the advancement of the local fishing indus-
try. From a methodological perspective, the villages
around Lake Zaysan serve as a valuable research
subject for studying the involvement of Kazakhs in
fisheries. The research is based on significant ma-
terial sources, including historical records dating
back to 1837 that document the volume and types
of fish caught in Lake Zaysan, illustrating that fish-
ing was utilized as a supplementary economic activ-
ity in the region. For example, the works of G. Po-
tanin, such as “Winter Trip to Lake Zaysan (Winter
1863-1864)” (Potanin, 1867: 429-461), F. Usov’s
“The Siberian Cossack Army: A List of Settlements
Based on Data from 1876 (Usov, 1877: 51), and
S.D. Lavrov’s “On Lake Zaysan and the Surround-
ing Steppes” (Lavrov, 1922: 68—87), provide valu-
able information about the fishing industry in Zay-
san, detailing the diversity and abundance of fish
species. The study employs comparative analysis,
ethnographic observation, and discourse analysis
methods. It examines the ethno-social structure and
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traditions of fishing villages, the history of fishery
enterprises, and compares them with fishing indus-
tries in other regions of Kazakhstan.

Analysis

The economic system of the Kazakhs in the Tar-
bagatai region, including cattle breeding, agricul-
ture, and various trades, has been widely covered in
numerous studies. For instance, many works have
been published on traditional Kazakh farming, such
as Kh. Argynbayev’s “On Kazakh cattle breeding”.
However, specific studies on the fishing industry of
the Tarbagatai Kazakhs are scarce. Nevertheless, re-
search on the fishing industry of the Kazakh people
as a whole does exist. Traditional Kazakh fishing
was particularly prevalent in western regions along
the Ural (Zhaiyk), Zhem, and Sagyz rivers and the
Caspian Sea coast. In central Kazakhstan, fishing
developed along the Ishim and Tobol rivers, while
in the southwest, it was practiced in the Aral Sea. In
the south, it was common along the Syrdarya, Arys,
and Shu rivers, and in the east, it was observed near
Lake Zaysan, the Irtysh River, and the Balkhash and
Alakol lakes. Fishing in the southern regions, partic-
ularly along the Syrdarya River, was closely linked
to the fishing industries of other ethnic groups, in-
cluding the Kazakhs, Uzbeks, and Karakalpaks in
the Amu Darya and Aral Sea regions. By the second
half of the 19th century and the early 20th century,
fishing became a significant industry in Kazakh-
stan’s rivers and lakes, particularly in Zaysan, Ural,
and Syrdarya, which were known for their abundant
fish stocks. During this period, fishing became a
highly profitable occupation among Kazakhs liv-
ing along rivers and lakes. Several academic works
have explored fish species in the Turkestan region
and their classification. These include L. Berg’s
“Fishes of Turkestan” (Berg, 1905: 596) and “Fish-
es and Fisheries in the Mouths of the Syr Darya and
the Aral Sea” (Berg, 1900: 101), as well as K. Kes-
sler’s “Ichthyological Fauna of Turkestan” (Kes-
sler, 1872: 47-49) and “Journey of A.P. Fedchenko
to Turkestan” (Kessler, 1874: 63). The fishing in-
dustry in the Chinaz section of the Syr Darya River
was studied in V. Grunberg’s “Fishing in the Chinaz
Section of the Syr Darya River” (Grunberg, 1904:
691-715). Regarding the fishing practices of the
Kazakhs, A.l. Dobrosmyslov covered this topic in
“Cities of the Syr Darya Region” (Dobrosmyslov,
1912: 204), while A.S. Pokrovsky wrote “Fishing
on the Rivers Syr Darya, Amu Darya, and in the
Aral Sea” (Pokrovsky, 1916: 41). Additionally, the
fishing industry of the Tarbagatai Kazakhs is dis-
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cussed in G. Potanin’s “Winter Trip to Lake Zay-
san (Winter 1863-1864)” (Potanin, 1867: 429-461)
and F. Usov’s “The Siberian Cossack Army: List of
Settlements Based on 1876 (Usov, 1877: 51). From
the mentioned works, we can observe the develop-
ment indicators of the fishing industry in the two re-
gions during that time. For example, along the Syr
Darya, the fishing industry had, by the second half
of the 19th century, turned into centers specialized
in fishing and processing. In contrast, Lake Zaysan
was still in the early stages of fishing development
during that period. This is evident from the works
of G. Potanin, where he describes both the fisher-
men arriving at Lake Zaysan and the local Kazakh
fishermen. These sources provide a description of
the traditional fishing practices and fishing tools of
the Kazakhs in the Tarbagatai region. Descriptions
of the fishing industry are also found in the works
of K.V. Struve and G.N. Potanin, such as “A Brief
Overview of the Ural Fishing Economy” (Struve,
Potanin, 1865: 23-24). In his work, Struve focuses
on the state of the fishing industry along the Zhayik
River in the western part of our country. Analyzing
these works shows that during the period of Tsar-
ist Russia, professional fishing in our country began
along border areas such as the Ural River and later
expanded to other rivers and lakes across Kazakh-
stan. Among Kazakh researchers, U.Kh. Shalekenov
examined the historical and ethnological aspects of
the Amu Darya and Syr Darya regions in “History
and Ethnology of the Amu Darya and Syr Darya
Peoples in the 18th—20th Centuries” (Shalekenov,
2003: 225-236). Other notable studies include O.
Kozhakhuly’s “Fishing Industry (Late 19th — Early
20th Century)” (Kozhakhuly, 2004: 48-51) and K.
Mendigereev’s “Fisheries in Western Kazakhstan”
(Mendigeerev, 2004: 53-56), both of which highlight
the role of fishing in different regions of Kazakh-
stan. In addition, the similarities between the fish-
ing practices of the Kazakhs in the 19th century and
those of the neighboring Karakalpaks are also ana-
lyzed. Furthermore, the article by H.A. Aubakirova,
K.V. Jumagalieva, and N.K. Demeuova “Fishing in
the Economic Everyday Life of the Cossacks of Ka-
zakhstan in the 19th Century: Historiography of the
Problem” (Aubakirova, Jumagalieva, Demeuova,
2022: 40-45) examines the participation of Cos-
sacks in Kazakhstan’s fisheries and their interaction
with local Kazakhs. Meanwhile, T.L. Yuzhakova’s
“Legal Regulation of the Fishing Industry in the
Zaysan-Irtysh Region in the Second Half of the 19th
Century” (Yuzhakova, 2009: 196-202) analyzes the
legal aspects of the fishing industry along the Irtysh
River. The economic system of the Tarbagatai Ka-
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zakhs was based on family traditions and customs,
which have been comprehensively studied by M.K.
Egyzbaeva (Egyzbaeva, 2024: 165-175).

Results

Cattle breeding remained the primary economic
activity of the Kazakhs in the region. As a continu-
ation of traditional society, cattle breeding played a
dominant role, with its development stretching back
to early historical periods. The historical formation
of cattle breeding is closely linked to the ethno-cul-
tural identity of the Kazakh people. Western anthro-
pologists have argued that economic activity shapes
ethnic identity, and in the case of the Tarbagatai
Kazakhs, their identity and cultural traditions were
directly tied to cattle breeding. However, they also
engaged in hunting and fishing as supplementary ac-
tivities.

The development of an ethnic community’s cul-
ture is often independent of official administrative
divisions or territorial restrictions. On the contrary,
cultural isolation can sometimes be a result of terri-
torial limitations. The ethno-cultural identity of the
Tarbagatai Kazakhs developed as an integral part of
the broader Eastern Kazakhstan region. When ana-
lyzing the economy and professions of the Kazakhs
in the Tarbagatai region, it is important to acknowl-
edge the significance of Lake Zaysan. Presently,
the village of Tugyl is located on its shores, and the
main occupation of its Kazakh population is fishing.
This suggests that these people have lived near Lake
Zaysan for many generations.

The formation of the fishing industry at Lake
Zaysan is closely linked to these settlements. The
wildlife surrounding the lake was the subject of
extensive studies conducted by the Russian Geo-
graphical Society. Since the time of Peter I, the
Russian scientific community had shown great in-
terest in the region’s natural resources. This led to
the organization of official research expeditions to
Lake Zaysan.

Table 1 — Indicators of the fishing industry in Usov’s records

In 1922, the Western Siberian branch of the
Russian Geographical Society published an article
by S.D. Lavrov in the journal “Siberian Nature”,
titled “Lake Zaysan and the Surrounding Steppe”
(Lavrov, 1922: 68-87). The article reports that in the
spring of 1919, a special expedition was organized
in response to declining fish production in Lake
Zaysan. The expedition team included S.D. Lavrov,
fishery inspector Ya.Ya. Grigoriev, and students
A.M. Ganago, V. Bernikov, and A.N. Kharin. The
expedition route followed the Irtysh River towards
Lake Zaysan.

Upon reaching the lake, the team set out to study
not only the fish population but also the entire flora
and fauna of the lake. Continuing their zoological
investigations, Lavrov noted that Lake Zaysan was
referred to as the “bell lake” by the Chinese. In his
article, he describes his visit to the Topolev-Mys
dock and provides observations on the daily lives of
local residents. Additionally, he identifies predatory
fish such as pike and perch in the lake and suggests
that they were reducing the population of other fish
species. Lavrov’s work provided a comprehensive
study of not only the fish but also the vegetation in
the area.

In 1877, the records of Siberian Cossack Army
officer Usov provided details about the total area and
geographical characteristics of Lake Zaysan. He de-
scribed the composition and purity of the lake’s wa-
ter, noting that it was clean and suitable for aquatic
life. Fish species documented in the lake included
redfish, sturgeon, whitefish, taimen, grayling, perch,
carp, pike, and burbot. Usov reported that the larg-
est sturgeons in Zaysan could reach up to five poods
(about 80 kg), with an abundance of sturgeons
weighing 3-4 poods (48-64 kg). Additionally, sterlet
fish were found in various sizes, some reaching up
to six poods (96 kg), and taimen fish grew as large
as four poods (64 kg) (Usov, 1877: 51).

As we can see from the table, the volume of fish
caught from Lake Zaysan in the mid-19th century
indicates the professional development of fishing.

Ne Years Types of fishes Volume
1 1837 Redfish 5114 pood
Whitefish 8556 pood
2 1840 Redfish 1824 pood
Whitefish 3578 pood
3 1868-1874 Redfish 4619 pood
Whitefish 51949 pood
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Table 2 — Types and quantities of fish caught from Lake Zaysan in 1837 and 1840

o 1837 Volume and finances
Volume Finances

1 Redfish 2,605 pood 26,050
2 Whitefish 1988 pood 7952

3 Pike 1800 pood 5400

1840

1 Redfish 1075 pood 12900
2 Whitefish 1189 pood 9343

3 Pike 2244 pood 8976

As seen in the table, in 1837 and 1840, the prima-
ry fish species caught in Lake Zaysan were redfish,
whitefish, and pike. The data for each year shows
fluctuations in the volume of fish caught. Fishing
operations followed a three-year plan. In 1837, the
amount of redfish caught was 2605 poods, but by
1840, it had decreased to 1075 poods. Similarly,
whitefish catches dropped from 1988 poods in 1837
to 1899 poods in 1840. However, the selling price of
whitefish increased compared to 1837. For instance,
in 1837, 1988 poods of whitefish were sold for 7952

Table 3 — Fish products produced in 1853-1856

rubles, whereas in 1840, 1189 poods of whitefish
were valued at 9343 rubles. Pike catches, on the
other hand, increased from 1800 poods in 1837 to
2244 poods in 1840. That year, the price of pike rose
from 3 rubles per pood to 4 rubles per pood. A simi-
lar trend was observed for redfish, whose price per
pood increased from 10 rubles in 1837 to 12 rubles
in 1840. Among the fish species listed in the table,
whitefish showed the highest price increase, rising
from 4 rubles per pood in 1837 to 7,8 rubles per
pood in 1840.

Ne Produced fish products 1853 1854 1855 1856
pood pood pood pood
1 Redfish, sturgeon, carp 887 1706 2467 1537
2 Fish fillet 110 109 94 9
3 Sturgeon heads 89 95 79 77
4 Whitefish heads 2374 2170 1360 1148
5 Blackfish heads 133 80 54 8
6 Pressed black caviar 44 70 84 45
7 Granular caviar 35 47 64 37
8 Barrel caviar 11 11 11 11
9 Nelma caviar 266 162 106 93
10 Fish glue 2 3 5 2
11 Sturgeon ridge 1 2 3 1
12 Fish oil 34 42 41 32

The table also presents data on the types and
volumes of fish products produced between 1853
and 1856. For example, in 1853, the volume of
sturgeon, redfish, and karish caught in Lake Zay-
san was 887 poods, which more than doubled to
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1706 poods in 1854. This upward trend contin-
ued in 1855, reaching 2467 poods, but declined
to 1537 poods in 1856, failing to match the 1854
figures. The data also indicates that fish heads, in-
cluding those of blackfish, sturgeon, and white-
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fish, were specifically processed. In 1853, the
largest quantity of processed fish heads was from
whitefish, amounting to 2374 poods. In contrast,
the volume of processed sturgeon heads never
exceeded 100 poods between 1853 and 1856.
Among fish products, caviar production was also
significant. This included granular black caviar,
pressed black caviar, and nelma caviar. Nelma
caviar had the highest production volume, reach-

Table 4 — Fish products produced in 1858—1860

ing 266 poods in 1853 but declining in subsequent
years. Some of the sturgeon species found in Lake
Zaysan were also processed for their backbones,
while fish glue was also produced. Fish oil pro-
duction remained stable throughout these years,
with the highest recorded volume being 42 poods
in 1854 (Potanin, 1867: 429-461). These figures
indicate that different fish products had varying
levels of demand over time.

Ne Produced fish products 1858 1859 1860 Total
pood pood pood pood
1 Redfish 1212 1826 1177 4216
2 Nelma 1306 819 853 2979
3 Dried Nelma 191 106 457 755
4 Sturgeon fillet 106 123 99 329
5 Severed fish heads 97 104 99 301
6 Blackfish 496 14 13 524
7 Dried Blackfish 5 1 10 17
8 Ide 11 13 9 34
9 Dried tench, pike, crucian carp 28 20 50 99
10 Blackfish caviar 50 42 49 142
11 Pressed black caviar 41 75 48 165
12 Granular caviar 20 25 11 58
13 Barrel caviar 10 8 38
14 Fish glue 2 8
15 Sturgeon ridge 2 1 1 5
16 Fish oil 34 44 79

The production of fish and fish products from
Lake Zaysan began to be systematically organized
in the second half of the 19th century. For example,
in 1858, the volume of redfish and blackfish caught
in the lake increased, reaching a total of 496 poods.
By the 1860s, 17 poods of dried blackfish had been
processed. The production of blackfish caviar re-
mained stable at 45-50 poods per year between 1858
and 1860. During these years, whitefish also began
to be harvested from Lake Zaysan, although its vol-
ume was relatively small compared to other fish spe-
cies, with an annual catch of 10 poods between 1858
and 1860 (Potanin, 1867: 429-461).

As seen in the table, the production of fish cavi-
ar in the three-year period of 1858—1860 was lower
than in the earlier period of 1853—1856. For exam-
ple, in the initial period, up to 85 poods of pressed

black caviar were processed annually, whereas
in the later three-year period, the peak produc-
tion was only 75 poods. Similarly, the production
of granular caviar declined from 35-64 poods per
year in the early years to just 11-20 poods per year
in the later period (Potanin, 1867: 429-461). The
figures also indicate that the drying of fish was sys-
tematically introduced. Entrepreneurs around the
lake primarily dried blackfish, tench, pike, and cru-
cian carp. Over a seven-year period, sturgeon fil-
lets were consistently processed, highlighting the
stability of this product.

The professional development of the fishing in-
dustry in Lake Zaysan attracted fishermen from oth-
er parts of Russia. One of the most notable figures
was Trofim Bikulov, a major fish industry entrepre-
neur. In the early 20th century, he established a large
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fishing business, employing local people as laborers
in the fishing industry.

Several settlements around Lake Zaysan became
centers for commercial fishing, including Topolev-
Mys, Tugyl, Priozerny, and Novostroika. While
these areas became known as professional fishing
hubs in the early 20th century, the fishing tradition
among the Kazakhs of Tugyl village had existed
since earlier times. For instance, in the memoirs of
Topolev-Mys resident Zakhar Burtsev, he recalled
that the village originally consisted of a few houses
and that the first fishermen included Egor Gubanin,
Grigory Fedorov, and Petr Matveev (Ismurizina,
2020: 145).

The villages of Tugyl, Novostroika, and Prioz-
erny were founded in 1904, specifically for the pur-
pose of developing the fishing industry.

The professionalization of fishing in the region
eventually led to the establishment of the Zaysan
Fishery Combine in 1934. During its foundation,
Trofim Bikulov played a key role in expanding the
fishing industry, with local Kazakhs working as
fishermen. One of them, Abilgazy Naizabayev, was
recognized for his dedication to the industry and was
awarded the Order of the Badge of Honor (Kurmet)
in 1936. During the Soviet era, many local residents
began their careers at this enterprise.

From its inception, the fishery combine was
planned as a major enterprise. In 1935, collective
farms such as “Mikoyan”, “Molotov”, and “Obe-
dinennyi trud” were established in the Topolev-
Mys area. These collectives focused on fishing,
fish processing, and agriculture. Among the profes-
sional fishermen at the newly established enterprise
were Nursapa Irgebaev, Zhakyp Nurpeisov, Trais
Zhambayev, Abiken Zhanasilov, and Kabizhan Ba-
zarbayev (Ismurizina, 2020: 145).

During World War II in 1941-1945, the fishing
industry played a crucial role in the war effort. In
1940, the fishery combine caught 2736 tons of fish,
and by 1943, this figure had increased to 4958 tons.
This data suggests that fish production doubled dur-
ing the war years, highlighting the importance of the
industry to the wartime economy. After the war, the
fishing industry continued to expand, leading to the
establishment of additional industrial facilities.

Several prominent fishermen emerged in the
Tarbagatai region, including Abilzhan Kurmangali-
yev, Baltabay Beldemshinov, Nurgiza Kokysheva,
and Mukhamedzhan Akizhanov. They contributed
significantly to the fishing industry and were award-
ed various honors for their achievements.

Kazakh fishing practices followed a standardized
system. Along rivers and lakes, Kazakh fishermen
primarily used net fishing and zhylym (a traditional
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fish trap). Zhylym fishing was considered a form of
collective fishing. Kazakhs also used zhylym during
the winter, driving fish toward the trap by making
noises from the riverbank and catching them under
the ice. Hook fishing remains a common practice to
this day. Boats and rafts were the main means of
transport for fishing with nets and traps (Zhailybay,
2020: 74-81). Poorer fishermen often relied on rafts
for fishing. Caught fish were sold in agricultural re-
gions, and sometimes fish were bartered for grain.
During the 19th and 20th centuries, fishing was a
common economic activity among various Central
Asian peoples. For instance, the Kazakhs, Uzbeks,
and Karakalpaks along the Syrdarya and Amu Darya
rivers, as well as in the Aral Sea region, had many
similarities in their fishing techniques (Kuttimurato-
va, 2022: 72—-85). They also had similar dietary prac-
tices regarding fish consumption. One of the unique
aspects of fishing in Kokpekti and Zaysan was the
winter fishing technique, which involved using ice
holes. Kazakh fishermen pitched tents on the frozen
lake surface and fished through holes in the ice using
nets and hooks. Different types of hooks were used
depending on the target fish species. For example,
small fish were caught using inekarmak (name of a
small fishing rod) or zhutpakarmak (a group of rods
of different sizes designed to be swallowed by a fish
along with the bait), while pike were caught using
a specialized tool called uskek (Potanin, 1867: 429
—461). Another characteristic of fishing in the Tar-
bagatai region was that some fishermen practiced
agriculture in the summer and switched to fishing
in the winter. By the late 19th century, the fishing
industry in Zaysan, Syrdarya, and the Aral Sea had
expanded significantly. One of the main reasons for
this was the settlement of experienced fishermen
from the Ural River and other regions beginning in
the second half of the 19th century (Turkestan Ref-
erence Book, 1886: 96). These settlers helped devel-
op local fishing industries through their expertise.
However, the influx of fishermen from other regions
created economic challenges for local, poorer fish-
ermen, who found it difficult to compete. Some of
the newcomers built fishing forts along the Syrdarya
River to facilitate large-scale fishing and trade. One
example is the Vanyushins Trading House, which,
in 1874, planned to catch fish in the Syrdarya, Amu
Darya, and Aral Sea for export to Russia. Similar
developments took place along the Irtysh River and
Lake Zaysan in eastern Kazakhstan. The establish-
ment of dedicated fishing enterprises in resource-
rich areas was one of the strategies for expanding
production during that period.

The history of the fishing industry in Lake Zay-
san reveals that it was practiced from an early period
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as a supplementary economic activity among local
Kazakhs. However, in the second half of the 19th
century, professional fishermen settled around the
lake, leading to the establishment of large fishery
enterprises that processed and exported fish. Despite
the expansion of fishing, no dedicated fish farming
enterprises existed in Lake Zaysan until the mid-
20th century. This indicates that both Tsarist Rus-
sia and the Soviet government largely neglected the
development of aquaculture. Fishery enterprises pri-
marily relied on harvesting naturally occurring fish
populations without efforts to replenish them. It was
only in 1964 that specialized fish farming operations
were introduced along the shores of Lake Zaysan.
During this period, scientific organizations also be-
gan actively studying the lake’s water composition,
flora, and fauna (Baibatyrov, 2017).

Conclusion

By the second half of the 19th century, along-
side traditional livestock farming, the Kazakhs of

Tarbagatai had developed a fishing industry, dem-
onstrating their long-standing engagement in this
economic activity. Most of the fishermen on Lake
Zaysan were Kazakhs, and they supplied fish to the
newly established fishing enterprises. Kazakh fish-
ing villages were located in areas with abundant fish
resources, enabling them to fish year-round. Local
Kazakhs, who had been fishing for generations, se-
lectively targeted different types of fish based on
their needs. Their fishing tools and techniques were
similar to those used in other regions. One notable
characteristic of the Tarbagatai fishermen was their
preference for fishing near the Irtysh River estuary
in winter. In summer, some of them engaged in ag-
riculture. Overall, fishing was considered a supple-
mentary occupation among the Kazakhs of the Tar-
bagatai region.

The article was prepared within the framework
of the grant-funded project “AP23490262 “Ka-
zakhs of the Tarbagatai region: historical and eth-
nographic research (XIX-early XXI centuries)”.
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