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Fish Wars Narrative 
In the early 1950s, long before smartphones or the internet, leaders from many Native tribes 

gathered in a crowded office building in Seattle. They had traveled from lands all across the 
Northwest region. Among them were leaders from the Snoqualmie Indian Tribe, including Chief Jerry 

Kanim and Chairman William Martin. They had come to talk about something deeply important to 
their people. They had come to talk about their right to fish, hunt, and gather, just as their ancestors 
had done since time immemorial.  

The meeting was held between Tribes and the Washington State Game and Fisheries Departments. 

They were to discuss fishing guidelines and regulations but the Tribes already knew the real issue. As 
one elder said, “We aren’t here to ask whether we can fish. We already know we can. We’re here to 

ask how we are supposed to fish now that the rules keep changing.”  

For the Snoqualmie people, fishing wasn’t a hobby or a sport. It was a way of life. Their rivers, like the 

Tolt, the Raging, and the Snoqualmie were places their ancestors had fished for as long as anyone can 
remember. Families depended on the salmon they caught to survive. Fishing was woven into their 

identity, their teachings, and their culture. Younger generations learned from older generations where 
to fish, when to fish, and how to fish in ways that respected the river and the salmon. Fishing taught 

patience, respect, and care for the natural world. Stories, songs, and ceremonies honored the salmon 
as relatives who returned each year to sustain the people.   

But the state saw things differently. Officials argued that fish populations were dropping and that 

everyone, Native and non-Native, needed to follow the same rules. They believed that tribal members 
should only fish on reservations or during state-approved seasons. Some even called treaty rights 
“privileges,” not laws, which is incorrect and highly offensive to Tribes.  

Chief Jerry Kanim stood before the room and spoke with calm determination:  

“When our ancestors signed the treaty, they did not give up their right to fish and hunt. They kept 

those rights. A treaty is the highest law and it cannot be changed by state rules.”  
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The room fell quiet.  

Other tribal leaders shared their stories too. One woman explained that her people were moved 
from a river full of fish to a much smaller river with almost none. Another man said he remembered 

a time when salmon were so plentiful he could walk across their backs in the stream. Now, with 
dams and pollution, the rivers were changing and tribes were being blamed for problems they 

didn’t cause.  

Tribal members also spoke about fairness. They told stories of tribal fishers being arrested for 
taking food for their families, while white fishermen filled boats with tons of fish without facing 
punishment. Many asked, “How is this fair when the treaties clearly promised the tribes their usual 

and accustomed fishing grounds?”  

Even though the state kept insisting its hands were tied, Tribal leaders did not back down. They 
reminded the officials that treaties are promises made by the United States, promises that last “as 

long as the sun rises in the east and sets in the west.”  

By the end of the meeting, many Tribal leaders raised their hands, pledging to stand with Chief Kanim, 

even if it meant getting arrested. They believed so strongly in protecting their rights that they were 
willing to risk everything. Their efforts didn’t stop in 1950. In the years that followed, Snoqualmie 

families continued to fish, even when rules were confusing or unfair. Tribal councils created 
committees to organize who could fish and who would work with state officials. Elders taught young 

people the history of the treaties through oral tradition, storytelling that carried the truth from 
generation to generation.  

Their courage and persistence helped carry the fight into the 1960s and 1970s, and eventually 

contributed to the Boldt Decision of 1974, a major court ruling that reaffirmed tribal treaty fishing 
rights.  

Even when the federal government refused to recognize the Snoqualmie Tribe for until 1999, the 
people did not give up. They continued their sacred lifeways fishing, hunting, gathering, and 

protecting their rights just as their ancestors had taught them.  

Because for the Snoqualmie people, the river is more than a place.  
It is memory.  
It is responsibility.  

And it is home.  
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