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Fish counter likes being ‘eyes’ for biologist
By Dan Gunthrie

“ I used to drink my coffee w ith a 
straw so I wouldn't miss a fish ," said 
Carol Galbreath, the fish counter at 
W illam ette Falls

Carol gave up straws when video 
cassettes were insta lled at the 
Oregon Department of Fish and 
W ild life fac ility  Now, for 24 hours 
every day, a camera monitors th w in­
dow by which fish going over the falls 
must pass, and she can play back its 
record at w hatever speed she 
desires

"The Indians said salmon run 
when the dogwood blooms I've  found 
this to be surprisingly accurate for 
spring and fa ll Chinook Maybe 
Chinook and dogwood depend on 
earth temperatures, but you'd have 
to ask the biologists about tha t." she 
said as we walked to the counting 
room It was a snowy December m or­
ning and the only fish moving up the 
rive r were w in ter steelhead

"W ith  steelhead it 's  less predic­
table They 'll have a small run before 
a storm, then a bigger one afterward 
They may stop moving altogether 
when the water temperature drops 
below 40 degrees."

To reach the room, we crossed the 
W illam ette Falls locks, then thread­
ed a noisy maze through Crown 
Z e lle rb a c h 's  paper p lan t and 
Portland General E lectric 's power 
plant. Carol stopped once to measure 
w a te r v is ib il ity  by low ering  a 
bicolored disc until its black and 
w h ite  q u a d ra n ts  d isa p p e a re d  
V is ib ility  was 2.8 feet, the most for 
the month

Before descending into her con­

crete bunker, we paused to regard 
the fa lls and the sweeping rive r and 
snowy Oregon City on the far shore

“ During high water, when logs are 
crashing outside and water drips 
through seams in the concrete, it can 
be te rrify ing  down there ," she said 
"T ha t's  when I get out ”

We picked our way down steel 
stairs, walked along a dark tunnel to 
a locked door w ith a peephole, 
negotiated m ore s ta irs  to s t i l l  
another door, and entered a narrow 
inner sanctum the counting room

"Th is  is an all-manual room ," said 
Carol as she plugged in a heater, 
opened vents and turned on a fan

She checked a pressure gauge to 
make sure the water intake gates 
were not clogged w ith debris Then 
she recorded the water temperature 
(37.5 degrees) and called the U S 
R iv e r  F o re c a s te r  to  get the  
W illam ette's flow at Salem <20,00 
cubic feet per second) This in fo rm a­
tion would go into today's report to 
the  O regon  D e p a rtm e n t and 
W ild life 's Clackamas office, whose 
telephone message on W illamette 
Falls fish counts is dialed thousands 
of tim e monthly by anglers

Her details completed. Carol sat 
down by a battery of c lickers used to 
ta lly  th species and peculiarities of 
passing fish, and she commenced to 
watch the video recorder mounted 
alongside the window She spoke 
while she stared at the dancing, emp­
ty screen, which was replaying what 
had happened during the past three 
days.

" I  think and older person is a bet­
ter fish counter than a young person 
That's because this is a sedentary jb

Alsu, it's  confining and lone ly," said 
C a ro l who began w o rk in g  at 
W illam e tte  F a lls  five-and a-ha lf 
years ago when her two childeren 
went o ff Io college

"The job requires a particu lar kind 
of person You can't be mesmerized 
by watching the video You must be 
consistent You have to love nature 
more than money

" I  sum up what I am as 'the eyes of 
biologists I'm  an extension of them 
They value my opinion, hut they s till 
have Io make decisions "

No fish passed the w indow while w e 
were watching The video recorder 
was more entertaining, especially 
when run at high speed It showed a 
f lu r ry  of 19 and 11 m ig ra tin g  
steelhead the two previous mornings

"See the crumpled dorsal f in '’ "  she 
asked as one of them flashed across 
the screen "T ha t's  not a natural fish. 
It's  from  a hatchery."

Most of the fish proved to lie hat 
chery stock

"T h is  is the boring tim e of the 
year I listen to the radio a lot now 
I'd  go bonkers if it weren't for that 
During a heavy run. I don't have tim e 
to lis ten ."

The fo llo w in g  week, C a ro l's  
boredom would be routed by 191 fish 
on Dec 24. and by a whopping 265 fish 
on Christmas Day, when she would 
ta lly  81 in a single hour, many with 
"golden arches" d is tinctive
scars left by seal teeth Still, that 
wouldn't compare with her record of 
2,000 adult spring chi nook in one day 
Spring Chinook are additionally d if­
ficu lt because she must separate 
them into adults, m in i jacks (fish 
that go to the mouth of the Columbia 
R iver only to reverse direction and 
return as two yearo lds i, and jacks 
ichinook that come back from  the 
sea as short three-year-olds ».

"B u i the most stressful tim e, the 
tim e when I pull my hair out. is dur 
mg the September onset of the coho 
run when coho are m ixing w ith ta ll 
Chinook, summer steelhead, the last 
of the m ini jacks, even sockeye.”

The sockeye  s a lm o n  a re  
descendents of fish released in 197(1 
into the Middle Fork of the Santiam 
River They tested Carol's cred ib ility 
when they first began to appear.

"There were 16 one year. 16 the 
next, then 516 My old boss didn't 
believe I knew sockeye He was a

bald headed guy He came out, w a t­
ched them swin past the window, 
scratched his head, and said. 'Yup. 
those are sockeye ' You always have 
to prove things to biologists."

Learning to recognize and count 
salmon requires an apprenticeship 
as Carol explains it, "The g ir l who 
was here before trained me; and

when I leave. I ' l l  have to tra in  so­
meone else "  Also, every spring the 
Arm y Corps of Engineers holds a 
tra in ing session at Bonneville Dam

" I  like to go ." said Carol "Oh. it 
doesn't help much because of d if­
ferences in lighting and colors, but 
there's always some spinoff value'
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Congratulations to 
WAYNE REICK

Wayne Reick is prep of the week 
The SUHS senior has an 11-2 record, 
and was Coach Ron Calhoun's 
nomination for athlete of the month 
The 136-pound w restler recently won 
the Corbett Medalist Tournament

Way to go, Wayne!
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