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After 12 days the five canoes were completed at Canoe Camp across from today’s Orofino, 
Idaho on the Clearwater River.  Thanks to the Nez Perce people, the men of the Corps of 
Discovery had mostly recovered from near starvation (although Capt. Clark felt ill from the 
continual diet of dried salmon) and on October 7, 1805 set off for the Pacific Ocean.  It had to be 
a day of high spirits, knowing the destination of the expedition could now be achieved in the 
comparative ease of downstream travel via the canoes – or so it seemed.  That first day the canoe 
the Captains occupied sprung a leak, and the men in general found the continual river rapids a 
challenge to negotiate.  The next day proved nearly disastrous.  One of the canoes hit a rock in a 
rapid, turned sideways into another rock, and sank as the side split open.  Two canoes quickly 
went to the aid of several men who could not swim – one canoe manned by two of the Snake or 
Nez Perce men with them.   
 
It took a full day to repair the split canoe.  On October 10th, after passing a number of difficult 
rapids at which one of the canoes hit a rock and was less severely split (and repaired), they came 
to the junction with Lewis’s River (Snake) which ran a blue-green color while the Koos Koos Ke 
River (Clearwater) ran perfectly clear.  Tribal fishing encampments were described all along the 
Clearwater since leaving Canoe Camp.  They were told many more were upstream on the Snake 
River and its tributaries.  They had purchased both fish and dogs to eat from the tribal people 



along the Clearwater, and continued so en route down the Snake River.  On October 11th they 
passed nine rapids on the Snake River, all indicated to be “great fishing places.”  Sgt. Ordway 
indicated that stone jetties were made at the river’s edge where salmon lingered and the tribal 
fishers gigged them.  They encamped at a particularly good fishing place with two lodges below 
the entry of Almota Creek, Washington, just below today’s Lower Granite Dam.   
 
On October 13th, after safely passing the worst of three long “bad” rapids, they came on a large 
and ancient fishing site that apparently took advantage of the delay the rapids created for fish 
migration, particularly during higher water periods.  The next day they had difficulties running 
the canoes through two more long bad rapids, at the second a canoe sank with great loss of goods 
and store of food.  Clark had previously admitted they were taking chances by running rapids 
that should have been portaged in the desire to reach their Pacific Ocean destination prior to 
winter weather.  On October 16th they passed the worst of any rapids yet encountered and 
portaged around one.  The Indian canoes guided them through at each rapid but boating accidents 
continued to occur for the explorers.  The tribal people particularly impressed Capt. Clark with 
their quick and efficient responses of aid.  
 
On October 17th the Corps of Discovery reached the junction of the Snake and Columbia rivers.  
Capt. Clark canoed upstream to the entry of the Yakima River and then returned.  There was  
 

 
Today’s remaining free-flowing Hanford Reach -- evidence of salmon redd mounds along the left shoreline 
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astonishment at the numbers of both live and dead salmon, and the fishing camps were busy  
processing catches and racks filled with drying salmon.  Clark wrote: 
 



       I took two men in a Small Canoe and ascended the Columbia river10 miles to an Island near 
the Stard. Shore on which two large Mat Lodges of Indians were drying Salmon, (as they 
informed me by Signs for the purpose of food and fuel, & I do not think at all improbable that 
those people make use of Dried fish as fuel) The number of dead Salmon on the Shores & 
floating in the river is incredible to Say and at this Season they have only to collect the fish Split 
them open and dry them on their Scaffolds on which they have great numbers ... on the Lard Side 
opposite to this rapid is a fishing place 3 Mat Lodges, and great quantities of Salmon on 
Scaffolds drying. Saw great numbers of Dead Salmon on the Shores and floating in the water, 
great numbers of Indians on the banks viewing me and 18 canoes accompanied me from the 
point—    The Waters of this river is Clear, and a Salmon may be Seen at the depth of 15 or 20 
feet. West 4 miles to the lower point of a large island near the Stard. Side at 2 Lodges, passed 
three large lodges on the Stard Side near which great number of Salmon was drying on Scaffolds    
one of those Mat lodges I entered found it crowded with men women and children and near the 
entrance of those houses I saw many Squaws engaged Splitting and drying Salmon ... 
 
The great abundance of spawning salmon in the mainstem of the Columbia is consistent with the 
vast amount of spawning habitat it historically provided in 1,210 miles from Windermere Lake 
to the Pacific Ocean in 1805.  Only 51 miles remain accessible to salmon that is non-tidal and 
free-flowing river, the Hanford Reach as known today.  The Hanford Reach begins at the base of 
Priest Rapids Dam and extends downstream to near where Clark explored the entry of the 
Yakima River near Richland, Washington.  The salmon spawning in mid-October in 1805 would 
have included upriver bright fall Chinook, but may also have included coho and chum salmon – 
each located in the somewhat differing spawning habitats and gravel sizes that they prefer. 
 
On October 22, 1805, after passing the Deschutes River, estimated at that date to contribute ¼ of 
the entire flow of the Columbia, the Expedition reached the Great Falls, the historical Celilo  
 

 
Celilo Falls during low flows (courtesy of Oregon Historical Society https://oregonhistoryproject.org/static/historic-

viewers/CeliloFalls/celiloFalls1900.html ) 
 



Falls until inundated by The Dalles Dam in 1957. As the Expedition maneuvered to get the 
canoes through, Clark described five lodges near the top of the falls.  There were “great numbers 
of stacks of pounded salmon” at the lodges as well as distributed along the black basalt 
rockworks through which the channels of the falls dispersed during the low flows of autumn.  He 
further described the ingenuity of the baskets, lined with the skins of salmon, that the pounded 
salmon were stored in and subsequently put into stacks.  He was told that stored this way it 
would keep “sound and sweet” for several years.  Even at that time, the tribal people told him 
they were selling great quantities of the stored salmon to Europeans and Americans in their 
visiting ships of trade that would come into the Lower Columbia 200 miles downstream.  The 
baskets were over two feet long, and one in diameter, each holding 90-100 pounds.  Twelve of 
these baskets would be stacked together, representing 1,000-1,200 pounds of dried salmon stored 
in each stack.  Each stack was wrapped in grass mats and tightly secured for moisture-proof 
storage in dry locations.   
 
It was apparent that these people had a long history of mass producing a salmon trade product 
that prior to the coming of the Euro-Americans had occurred with other tribes, far and wide.  
From this central location, a large and dispersed population of Native people could be largely 
sustained by salmon of the Columbia River through trade in those areas that did not have as 
many salmon to draw from, if any, or due to salmon being present for a very limited time of the 
year.  It is now known this was a central salmon location for indigenous people for over 9,000 
years determined from archaeological evidence by Butler and O’Connor (2004). 
 

 
A late summer fishing camp near Celilo Falls –1884 painting by James E. Stuart 

(courtesy of Oregon Historical Society https://oregonhistoryproject.org/articles/historical-records/summer-fishing-camp-
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On January 14, 1806, Capt. Lewis estimated the amount of salmon they had seen drying for trade 
use along the Columbia from a few miles above the Great Falls (Celilo) down to the Grand 
Rapids (or Cascades, where Bonneville Dam is today): 
 
       From the best estimate we were enabled to make as we descended the Columbia was 
conceived that the natives inhabiting that noble stream, for some miles above the Great Falls to 
the Grand Rapids inclusive annually prepare about 30,000 lbs. of pounded salmon for market.    
But whether this fish is an article of commerce with the whites or is exclusively sold to and 
consumed by the natives of the sea Coast, we are at a loss to determine ...  
 
What is not included in this is that the Celilo Falls salmon fishery was not alone in great amounts 
of salmon caught and used by Columbia River tribal people for trade as well as for local 
subsistence.  The fishery at Kettle Falls of the Upper Columbia, well above where Lewis and 
Clark explored, may have been a near equal to that at Celilo as first described by David 
Thompson of the North West Company from June 19 to July 3, 1811 (Tyrrell 1916).  This  
 

 
Chinook salmon leaping at Kettle Falls about 1900 

 (Northwest Room, Spokane Public Library) 
 
fishery was composed of salmon and steelhead destined for the uppermost Columbia, now 
extinct as a result of the completion of Grand Coulee Dam in 1939.  However, the Native people 
were dependent on salmon and steelhead for their local subsistence uses from Columbia and 
Windermere lakes at the Columbia source, to the headwaters of the Owyhee River in the arid 
mountains of Nevada, to the base of Shoshone Falls on the Snake River, and to every other river 
or brook throughout the expanse of the Columbia Basin where access to the Pacific occurred.    
 
In January of 1806, Lewis further pondered the sequence of trading that occurred from the Celilo 
Falls areas to the mouth of the Columbia: 
 



The Indians who prepared this dried and pounded fish, informed us that it was to trade with the 
whites, and showed us many articles of European manufacture which they obtained for it. It is 
true they obtain those articles principally for their fish but they trade with the Skillutes for them 
and not immediately with the whites; the intermediates merchants and carriers, the Skillutes, 
may possibly consume a part of this fish themselves and dispose of the balance of it the natives of 
the sea coast, and from them obtain such articles as they again trade with the whites. 
   
It is apparent that a sophisticated system of trade had developed including middlemen that also 
profited from the salmon exchange between Celilo Falls and the Coast.  Lost in this is a question:  
to what degree did expanding the salmon trade to include Euro-Americans contribute to Native 
American difficulties for survival during leaner years?  The tribal people now had to support an 
ever-growing non-Native human population, as well as themselves, with their catch of salmon.  
And the catch of salmon had to increase to do so.  Even at the time of Lewis and Clark, it was 
already apparent that diminishments in the Native American populations on the West Coast were 
occurring due to prior contact with Euro-American diseases by traders from ships.  The number 
of Native fishermen was declining, yet the need to trade salmon increased, potentially depleting 
the amount of salmon needed to healthily sustain their own people.   
 
As but one example of the magnitude of Euro-American arrival in the need for salmon, at Fort 
Okanagan, in 1826 there were 18,437 dried and 738 fresh salmon used to feed “38 whites and 
several Indians” in the employ of the Hudson’s Bay Company (Gibson 1985).  Even after 
agriculture increasingly provided food at Fort Vancouver, in 1843 and 1845 the “servant class” 
of employees was provided 3 pounds salmon per day, or 21 pounds per week (McLoughlin 1941; 
Gibson 1985; Beechert and Beechert 2005).  In 1843 there were 149 such servants listed which 
would amount to 162,708 pounds of cleaned and salted salmon per year.  If 25% of the salmon 
was entrails and head, it required about 217,000 pounds of fresh caught salmon, 7 times more 
than Lewis and Clark saw stacked to use for trade in the Celilo Falls to Cascades area in 1805.  
Depending on the mix of species, about 20 pounds per Chinook, 4 pounds per Columbia 
sockeye, or 7-10 pounds for steelhead, coho, or chum – perhaps an average of 10-12 pounds 
overall – it would amount to 18,000-22,000 salmon per year to feed just those classed as servants 
at Fort Vancouver in 1843-1845 (which did not include their wives and children for which the 
servants had to otherwise trade to feed them).  This did not include the considerable numbers of 
trapping brigades that continually visited the fort and had to be fed, nor did it include the 
“gentlemen” of the upper class working at the fort.   
 
It is not recorded how many salmon (and steelhead) were required to help feed the Lewis and 
Clark expedition from mid August 1805 through most of June of 1806, about 10 months, but 
there were 33 people (plus one baby) in the Expedition in the 1805-1806 period within the 
Columbia Basin (U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 2006).  If each consumed 21 pounds per week, 
as the amount given to Hudson’s Bay servants, over 43 weeks it would represent nearly 30,000 
pounds of salted fish, or about equal to the stacks of stored salmon observed from Celilo Falls to 
the Cascades of the Columbia at the tribal fishing locations.  However, they much preferred meat 
and the quantities that they ate in the exertions during the most difficult parts of the expedition 
were indicated to be nearly 10 pounds per man per day (Ambrose 1997).  Nonetheless, they were 
frequently left with salmon and steelhead as their only option. 
 



The Expedition remained in the Celilo Falls area of the Columbia through October 27, 1805.  On 
getting the canoes below the main falls Capt. Clark noted on October 23rd that there were great 
numbers of “sea otters.”  They later learned that these were actually harbor seals and which may 
have included several species combined of seals and potentially sea lions together as frequently 
sighted from Celilo Falls on down to the mouth of the Columbia.  On the 24th Clark further 
observed: 
 
 ... Some obstruction below, the cause of which we have not yet learned, the water in high 
floods (which are in the Spring) rise below these falls nearly to a level with the water above the 
falls; the marks of which can be plainly traced around the falls. At that stage of the water the 
salmon must pass up which abound in such great numbers above—  Below those falls are salmon 
trout and great numbers of the heads of a species of trout smaller than the salmon. Those fish 
they catch out of the salmon season ...   
 
The astute observation that an obstruction below the falls caused the spring flows in high water 
to back up with resulting easy passage for salmon at that time of year, as compared to the great 
height of the falls in the low flows of autumn, is something commonly little considered today, 60 
years after Celilo Falls disappeared beneath the backwaters of The Dalles Dam.  As a result, in 
the lower flows at the time of their October presence, the large numbers of “salmon trout” were 
delayed in the need to find passage around the worst part of the falls, or to leap over them at the 
lowest points.  The next year, in March of 1806, it will be clarified that these salmon trout are 
what we know as steelhead today.  The obstruction of the falls also resulted in seals (and likely 
sea lions) congregating in large numbers there to feed on the salmon and steelhead.  
 
The indication of large numbers of heads of some other species of “trout” (or perhaps a small 
salmon) that were apparently caught earlier is of interest, but ultimately there is too little 
information to do more than guess at what they may have been.  Sockeye salmon are one 
possibility.  In the Columbia Basin they historically averaged a small size of about 4 pounds, but 
their run-timing was not, and is not, significantly different from spring or summer Chinook 
salmon.  It could also be A-run steelhead, smaller and with an earlier run-timing than the B-run 
steelhead that would have been present in October.  They could also potentially be coho salmon 
which would also have been present at that time of year, and would average a similar size as A-
run steelhead.   
 
On October 26th Clark relished eating a salmon trout one of the men gigged near The Narrows 
just below Celilo Falls near The Dalles: 
 
One man gigged a Salmon trout which we had fried in a little Bears oil which a Chief gave us 
yesterday and I think the finest fish I ever tasted 
 
Pvt. Whitehouse adds its large size which is likely the more accurate description, given the date 
of the catch in October: 
 
One of our party gigged a large Salmon Trout in the River, which he brought to our Camp.   
 



 
Celilo Falls, Oregon Side, during high spring flow in 1938 (Image: Moorhouse/ UO Libraries) 

 

 
Celilo Falls, Oregon Side, moderate flows in 1903 (Image: OSU Special Collections & Archives)  

 



In 1896, Evermann and Meek (1898) reported the findings from over 4,000 steelhead examined 
at Celilo Falls as caught in the fishery there between the last week of September and first half of 
October, a similar time period as with Lewis and Clark in 1805.  They indicated: 
 
The steelhead varied in length from 25 to 42 inches, the average weight of those taken at Celilo 
being 18 pounds. A few weighed from 35 to 37 pounds. On first coming from the water the 
steelhead is very bright-colored, the large specimens having a bright stripe extending along the 
sides the whole length of the body, varying from a light pink to a deep bronze. The colors are 
very pronounced when the fish is first caught, but grow dim on being exposed to the air. 
 
... An island lying between Celilo and Tumwater is exposed when the river is low, the water on 
the south side of the river flowing over a rocky ridge forming falls some 12 or 15 feet high. Many 
salmon find their way to the foot of the falls and endeavor to ascend them and when the water is 
about half low many succeed, but when the distance from the lower to the upper current of water 
is from 8 to 10 feet thousands of salmon at times may be seen jumping into the whirlpools at the 
foot of the falls. 
 
On September 18 and 19 a large number of fish, mostly steelheads, were noticed to ascend the 
falls, but, as the river was falling rapidly, in a short time they were prevented from taking their 
natural course and were forced either to enter the channel or remain in the pools or eddies at the 
foot of the falls ... The catch of chinook and silver salmon was small as compared with the 
number of steelheads. The last-mentioned species is always found in greater numbers at this 
season, the fall run of chinook being limited in number. Only a few silver salmon are caught  
here ... 
 
Steelheads swim near the surface and are more easily caught than the chinooks, which swim 
deep. Clear water influences the catch; if the water be clear the catch is less than when it is 
muddy. 
 
It was also indicated that 33% of the steelhead examined in September and October of 1896 were 
near sexual maturation and would spawn within 4-6 weeks.  This is a life history largely 
unknown today in steelhead.  It was also described in a differing report (Evermann and 
Goldsborough 1907) that Columbia River steelhead had been examined up to 42 pounds as 
caught by commercial fishers at Corbett, Oregon of the Lower Columbia.  It was indicated by the 
commercial fishermen interviewed “they often got steelhead that size.”  At the Payette River, 
now isolated above Hells Canyon and Brownlee Dams of the Snake River, it was indicated by a 
commercial fisherman that steelhead there got to 40 pounds (Evermann 1896).  Such steelhead in  
the Columbia Basin no longer exist.  The Columbia steelhead run in 1903 was indicated to be  
large and that the earlier run in June averaged 7 pounds per fish, but in August averaged 15 
pounds – thus the differentiation now known as A-run and B-run steelhead. On September 11th, 
105 of the steelhead were measured and weighed with an average length of 37 inches and weight 
of over 18 pounds.  The largest was 45 inches long and weighed over 32 pounds. 
 
The salmon trout of October 1805 would have been relatively similar to the Columbia Basin 
steelhead described between 1896 and 1903, 91-98 years later.  However, their numbers by that 
time would already have been greatly reduced.  It was indicated in 1894 that Columbia Basin 



salmon and steelhead had their last large return in 1872 with a great decrease thereafter, and 
were “scarce” after 1882 (McDonald 1894; Gilbert and Evermann 1894). 
 

 
Steelhead trout, Columbia River, Washington, ca. 1897 

(Image: University of Washington library digital collections) 
 

On October 28th, the Expedition moved on downstream toward the Pacific Ocean, reaching Point 
Ellice, Pacific County, Washington, near today’s town of Meglar on November 10, 1805.  It was 
a precarious position in pouring rain, pinned between the windblown waves of the river and the 
face of a rock bluff.  On November 11th, with growing frustration the Expedition had to remain 
in place with continuing high wind and waves, yet a canoe of Natives stopped to trade 13 salmon 
of a new kind that they called “redd charr.”  Clark was incredulous of the canoe handling skills 
of the Natives as they left and crossed the five mile width of the Columbia in the highest seas he 
ever saw.  Sgt. Ordway added:  
 
Some of our party gigged and shot 16 salmon trout. 
 
They moved a short distance to a better location around the point during a brief calm on 
November 12th.  It had the advantage of a wet bottom land where a creek entered.  Clark gigged 
either 2 or 3 salmon trout from the creek and the men killed 13 salmon (although Pvt. 
Whitehouse indicates all were salmon trout).  Still unable to safely move, three men were 
dispatched in the most seaworthy of their canoes to attempt to find the “white men” that landed 
by ship as indicated by the Natives.  On November 14th, still trapped by the weather, it was 
learned that the men had been unable to canoe very far, but they did find what would be a better 
campsite with a sand beach and a creek not far distant.  Capt. Lewis subsequently took four men 
to see if the ship and anticipated traders were at a bay reportedly near the mouth of the 



Columbia.  However, the canoe could get no further than the beach location where the four men 
were landed safely by the five other boatmen.  The latter returned to Clark, the canoe much filled 
with water.   
 
On November 15th, Clark fumed in frustration: 
 
Confined on a tempest Coast wet, where I can neither get out to hunt, return to a better situation, 
or proceed on.  In this Situation have we been for six days past ...        
 
But the weather calmed and Clark and the remaining party moved to a “beautiful” 3 mile long 
beach at which there was a large deserted tribal village of 32 houses.  The large swells of the 
turning tide again increased and they could go no further.  This would be the new camp where 
the men made temporary huts.  Lewis had earlier gone on by foot to an Indian hut 10 miles west 
where he sent word back of his position.  Clark indicated, at last there was a view of the ocean 
off Cape Disappointment in the distance – so close yet so far.  The great size of the incoming 
waves continued to menace any hope of reaching it by canoe.  Here, Southeast of Chinook Point, 
on the east side of Baker Bay, Pacific County, Washington, Clark would make a base camp 
lasting until November 25th.  While most of the men remained there, on November 16th Clark 
and a party of men moved another 2 miles to the west and found a large group of tribal people 
there where two small rivers entered.   
 
On November 17th, Capt. Lewis and his party returned to join the main camp after having passed 
Cape Disappointment and on around to the Pacific Ocean.  Plans were subsequently made for all 
that wished to set out early the next morning to more closely see the ocean as their long planned 
destination.  On November 18th both Lewis and Clark fulfilled their mission.  They reached the 
Columbia’s outlet to the Pacific Ocean at Cape Disappointment, climbed a hill for a grand view, 
and along with several Expedition members left their names and dates carved into a tree, or trees.   
 
The salmon trout had by this time come to be common with the explorers, but there would be a 
continuing confusion in some cases as to their identity from other species of salmon.  In the 
coming months it would begin to sort out.  In the end they would increasingly experience salmon 
trout in their varied transformations of size and color from the mouth of the Columbia all the 
way back to the Bitterroot Mountains.  And they would largely get it right as the steelhead we 
know today with its great diversity in the Columbia Basin.  That story is yet to come ... 
 

To Be Continued in Part III 
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