The Origin of the Quinault Salmon

Once two brothers went out to spear porpoises and they saw one without a dorsal fin. It came close to them several times over the days they were fishing, but they were afraid to spear it. Finally, they did spear it and the rope on the spear caught inside their boat. The creature did not appear to be speared as it dove and swam out to sea. The boys tried to throw the rope over but could not. They were caught fast, and were in despair. As they neared the horizon in their speeding boat it appeared to be a wall of rock. They wondered what could happen when they reached it. As they approached the rock, it opened, they passed through, and the rock closed again after them.

In front of them they saw the smoke of a large village, and as they neared it saw that the smoke was of different colors, and that from the middle of the village rose a great column of reddish smoke, and they steered for this. As they reached the shore, they saw for the first time that they had speared a young girl, as she stood and started up the beach. She came back, took them by the hand and led them to a house with the red smoke—her father’s house—where the two brothers were made welcome. The place turned out to be the home of the salmon, all kinds of salmon, and each kind had a different smoke. The reddish smoke belongs to the bluebacks.

One of the girl’s brothers took two village boys and threw them into the water, where they turned to salmon and were caught to cook for the visitors. The brother instructed the boys to save every bone when eating the fish and to put them on an extra dish he laid in front of them. They did as they were told; and when they had finished eating, the girl’s brothers took the dish and threw the bones into the water. Almost immediately, the two salmon boys could be seen swimming in their former human shape; and they came ashore and went up to their house as if nothing had happened.

After this, one of the strangers married the girl and they stayed in her father’s house until she was pregnant. When it was nearly time for her to be delivered, she said, “Come, let us go back to your father’s house.” They started, and while they were on the way her pains came on, and they thought she would give birth to the child in the canoe. But they finally reached the shore at the Quinault River; and there her baby was born. Her mother said, “There shall always be plenty of bluebacks in this river.” And so it has been ever since.

(This is an abridged version of the story found in the book, “Land of the Quinault.” Pauline K. Capoeman, Ed. Other historical information paraphrased in this publication is also from this source.)

