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Text only version: 
 
Ponassing a Fish 
 
Fish are an excellent source of food in the outdoors, as they are rich in protein, fats and 
vitamins. All fresh water fish and most saltwater fish are edible, although today most 
people, especially anglers, view the eating of coarse (fresh water) fish as unappealing. The 
sport of angling has its origins in the pursuit of food. Many fresh water fish were once a 
staple of the British diet, such as Carp – most monasteries are built beside a pond that was 
once stocked with Carp, and provided the monks with their meat free Friday meal. 
 
Before you go fishing, ensure that you have a rod license (and if necessary, a valid fishing 
permit). The best times to go fishing are in the early in the morning and the evening, at 
night (especially when the moon is bright) and before a storm or dramatic change in 
weather. In general fish like deep cooler areas of water in hot weather, and shallow warmer 
areas in cold weather, where they can warm in the sun. Fish like to feed in slow waters and 
like to have cover; they can be found close to or under the banks, and beneath overhangs, 
such as logs or rocks. 
 
If you opt to buy your fish, ensure that it is fresh. You can do this by checking for clarity of 
eye, and that the flesh of the rebounds when you press it. ‘Ponassing’ was a technique 
used by the First Nation’s people of North West coast Canada as a way to prepare a fish 
for either cooking or smoking. It’s a great way of preparing and cooking game fish, it 
removes all the bones, taste’s great and you don’t need any pots or pans, so there is no 
washing up to do either. 
 
 



 
For this method of cooking over an open fire, you need to do some preparatory work. 
First select a straight green stick, about finger-thick and one meter long. Put a point on one 
end. Note the safe cutting position – cutting on the outside of the thigh and away from your 
body. 
 
Next, split the other end of the stick by cutting a clean face of wood, and then place the tip 
of the knife in the center of the sapling. Firmly grip the handle, and tap the butt of the knife 
with your free hand, initiating the split. (Note: do not split onto a rock – the photo shows this 
only for a clearer illustration of the technique) 
To continue the split, place the knife tip at the bottom of the first split, and repeat the 
process - until the split is about as long as your hand span. NOTE: It is important to always 
split a stick with your knife blade facing away from you, as there is a potential risk if the 
knife is reversed – see above. 
 
To prepare your fish, you must first clean it. Placing your thumb under the gill flap will help 
you to grip the slippery little fellow. Hold the knife in a reverse grip (cutting edge up), and 
un-zip the fish by inserting the tip into the anal vent and running it all the way up to under its 
chin. Once the guts have been removed, you can clean the fish – either by wiping out the 
body cavity with a handful of grass or by washing it. You can now extend the cut, from the 
anal vent to the tail. 
 
The next step is to cut down behind the fish’s head, stopping when you touch the spine. 
Now, lay the fish on its side and continue the slice, by cutting behind the pelvic fins on both 
sides of the body. 
 
Note the reverse grip and the safe cutting position, always working away from you. 
A similar cut is made at the tail, cutting through the meat, but not through the spine. 
You can now begin to prepare the fillet by freeing the ribs from the meat – running a finger 
just under the ribs on both sides of the spine. 
Once you have released the ribs, you can carefully lift the head and free the spine, by 
pinching the meat off the bone. Work all the way down the fish until you have released the 
tail, and you are holding a ‘Felix the cat’ style fish. 
 
Now cut four small holes in the fillet, two at the top, and two at the bottom. 
Feed a small, pencil-sized stick through each hole – see above. 
The fillet can now be dropped into the split stick that you prepared earlier, tying off the top 
using a natural binding, such as a nettle fiber (see last months article) or a tree root. Note: 
you cannot use man-made string for this, as it will melt and spoil your food. 
Now your fish fillet is ready for cooking. Simply push the pointed end of the stick into the 
ground (at an angle of about 45°) over your campfir e (or barbeque) and expose the meat to 
the flames. 
 
Once the fillet starts to turn golden brown, turn the stick and give the skin-side a couple of 
minutes of heat – now you are ready to eat. Bon appetite! 

  
 


