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San Joauin River (Fresno Co.) Spring and fall runs of salmon formerly existed in the upper San Joaquin River, and there may 

also have been a late-fall run present, but all salmon runs in the San Joaquin River above the confl uence of the Merced River 

were extirpated by the late-1940s. The spring run historically ascended the river past the present site of Kerckhoff Power 

House in the Sierra foothills to spawning grounds in the higher reaches (CDFG 1921). A natural barrier shortly upstream of the 

mouth of Willow Creek, near present-day Redinger Lake, may have posed an obstruction to salmon (E. Vestal, pers. comm.). 

However, there is some evidence that salmon traveled further upstream to a point just below Mammoth Pool Reservoir (~3,300 ft

elevation), where habitat suitable for spring-run salmon exists. The oral history of present-day Native American residents in the

region includes references to salmon occurring there (P. Bartholomew, pers. comm. based on interviews with Native American 

informants). Suckers presently occur in the stream up to the location of a velocity barrier ~0.25~0.5 mi below Mammoth Pool 

Dam, suggesting that salmon likewise could have made the ascent to that point (P. Bartholomew, pers. comm.). Based on 

the absence of natural barriers, it is likely that salmon entered two tributaries of the upper San Joaquin River near Millerton

Reservoir-- Fine Gold Creek, possibly “as far upstream ~6 mi] as opposite Hildreth Mtn”, and Cottonwood Creek, which they 

probably ascended as least 2 mi (E. Vestal, CDFG unpubl. notes and pers. comm.). 

Native Americans belonging to Northern Foothill Yokuts groups, including the Chukchansi people from Coarse Gold Creek and 

the Fresno River, fi shed for salmon in the San Joaquin River near the area of Friant (Gayton 1948b). According to Gayton’s 

(1948b) ethnographic account, the salmon were watched for “When the Pleiades were on the western horizon at dusk”, and a 

fi rst salmon ritual was held by several different Yokuts tribes when the fi rst salmon of the season was caught. Large quantities 

of salmon were dried for storage: “They were put in a sack [skin?] and packed home with a tumpline. A man carried about two 

hundred pounds of fi sh” (Gayton 1948b). The areas further up the San Joaquin drainage, above the Yokuts, were occupied by 

Monache (Western Mono) groups. Gifford (1932) stated that the “Northfork Mono”, who lived on the “North Fork” San Joaquin 

River (also called Northfork Creek or Willow Creek), Whiskey Creek and nearby areas, fi shed for and ate salmon as well as 

trout. The Northfork Mono also were said to have held fi rst salmon rites (Aginsky 1943). However, it is not clear how far up 

Willow Creek salmon ascended. 

The construction and operation of Kerckhoff Dam (ca. 1920) for power generation blocked the spring-run salmon from their 

spawning areas upstream and seasonally dried up ~14 mi of stream, below the dam, where there were pools in which the fi sh 

would have held over the summer (CDFG 1921). Later in the decade, Clark (1929) reported that the salmon spawning beds 

were located in the stretch between the mouth of Fine Gold Creek and Kerckhoff Dam and in the small tributary streams 

The following text is excerpted from Chapter 7 of the SNEP Report.
Appendix C is excerpted from Chapter 7 of the Sierra Nevada Ecosystem Project: Final Report.
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