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Wenatchi Salmon Chief Passes on 

 
 (Nespelem, Wash. January 29, 2019) – Leroy 

“Chaz” Williams, a respected Colville tribal elder 

and Salmon Chief for the Wenatchi Tribe, passed 

away on January 28, 2019.  His wake is being 

held at the Nespelem Community Center tonight 

at 8 p.m.  The burial will take place at the Nez 

Perce Cemetery on Wednesday, January 30; with 

drumming beginning at 4 a.m. and a sunrise 

service at approximately 7 a.m. Albert Andrews 

Redstar will be officiating. 

 

“It is with great sorrow that we learned that our 

beloved and respected elder and traditional leader, Chaz Williams has passed,” said Colville 

Tribal Chairman, Rodney Cawston.  “Each year, Chaz provided a spiritual blessing over our 

salmon and helped to put on a traditional salmon feast to give thanks to our Creator for this 

important food resource.” Cawston said, “He taught many of our people how to make 

traditional dip nets and how to fish for and respect our salmon.  Most importantly, Chaz 

handed down beliefs and culture of our ancestors.”    

 

“Chaz was recognized as the Wenatchi Salmon Chief at a Wenatchi Advisory Board meeting 

some time ago,” said Randall Friedlander, CTFW director. “The Board talked about the 

importance of salmon and that they needed to have a Salmon Chief.  He said, “I recall people 

recognizing Chaz for what he knew about salmon and recognized him as the Salmon Chief.”  

  

As part of an agreement with CTFW in 2011, Williams was solicited for his expertise and 

taught tribal members across the reservation on how to make hoop nets and dip nets.  Tribal 

members both young and old attended his trainings. 

 

“Chaz had a passion for teaching people how to make nets and he would say that winter was 

the time when you prepare for the upcoming season,” said Friedlander.  “He would say it’s a 

series of half hitches and talk about how this is how you feed the people.”   
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(“I get excited each year when it’s 

time to go fishing with the nets,” 

said Williams. “I get my wire for 

my nets at a place in the Dalles. It 

takes about 300 feet of wire to 

make a good size net and if you 

work hard, you can complete one 

in about a day and a half.” - 

August 25, 2011) 

  

“I heard an interesting story once 

about the construction of Chief 

Joseph Hatchery and being told that 

when Chaz worked for CTFW, he 

was asked to go through some old 

papers and if he found anything of significance to let the director know,” said Friedlander.  

“He came across an old document that called for a fourth salmon hatchery that was promised 

with the construction of Grand Coulee Dam.” He said, “If it weren’t for Chaz coming across 

that paper, we may not have a hatchery that brings fish back to our people.  (In the words of 

elder Mary Marchand, “If you bring back the salmon, you will bring back our 

culture.”)   Chaz did that; he helped bring back the salmon and our culture.”   

 

Every spring, CTFW held meetings with tribal elders on how to welcome the salmon home, 

the first salmon.  Williams attended every meeting and conducted the First Salmon 

Ceremony at the Icicle and at Bridgeport, Wash. 

 

“Chaz was respected throughout the Pacific Northwest,” said Cawston.  “This is truly a great 

loss to the Colville Confederated Tribes and our Nez Perce longhouse where he attended 

many ceremonies. He will be profoundly missed by everyone whose lives he touched.” 

  

Leroy “Chaz” Williams was a descendant of the Wenatchi and Nez Perce Tribes. He grew up 

in Nespelem, Wash., and taught his two sons Eli and Mylan how to fish. Williams said his 

two uncles taught him at a young age how to fish and make hoop nets. He enjoyed camping 

and fishing at the Icicle and at the fishing scaffolds near Bridgeport, Wash. with his family. 

Williams was a fluent speaker and taught his traditional language.  He practiced and taught 

the teachings of the Seven Drum Religion and shared his knowledge of traditional foods.  
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