June Hogs (salmon)

By John Harrison

Imagine a single salmon weighing eight-five pounds or more. These summer-run Chinook salmon,
named "June hogs" for their hog-like fatness from back to belly, once plowed the waters of the
Columbia from the estuary to the upper reaches of the river in British Columbia. They were prized
by lower-river gillnetters, native peoples, and sport fishers.

One of the many summer Chinook populations was in the Spokane River, where the fish were a
staple in the diets of the Spokane and Coeur d'Alene tribes. Grand Coulee Dam, completed in
1941, wiped out those fish populations and all other upper-Columbia salmon and steelhead, as the
dam blocked access to more than 1,100 miles of spawning habitat.

Salmon and steelhead were prolific, and large, above Grand Coulee Dam before it was built, with
particularly large runs on the Spokane River. There were three primary Indian fishing sites on the
river between its confluence with the Columbia and Spokane Falls, at the present-day City of
Spokane. One of these, Little Falls, was 28 miles upstream from the confluence. There, the
missionary Rev. Cushing Eells, who cofounded the Chamokane Mission on Chamokane Creek, a
Spokane tributary, with Elkanah Walker and their wives, wrote on February 25, 1840, about Indian
fishing at the falls in June: “If | judged correctly, | saw there at one time near 1,000 persons, and the
number was increasing rapidly. From four to eight hundred salmon were taken in a day weighing 40
pounds apiece.”

June hogs had economic and cultural importance to Oregon tribes as well. For millennia,
mid-Columbia tribes who caught the fish at Celilo Falls used them for food but also for spiritual,
ceremonial, and trade purposes. The fish were also prized by canning companies on the river.
Francis Seufert, a fish canner at The Dalles, wrote: "Because of their size, when you packed them
into cans, only one slice...was necessary to fill the can.”

The river still yields the occasional large Chinook, forty or fifty pounds, destined perhaps for the
Hanford Reach of the Columbia or the mountains of Idaho in the Snake River drainage. Only the
oldest salmon, four or five years, can grow to such size. Even so impressive a modern fish cannot
match the weight and size of many of its ancestors.
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