Virgil “Smoker” Marchand, a Colville Tribe member who crafted landmark sculptures in Spokane and throughout the West died in 2023 at the age of 71.
“Not only will his memory live on through his art and sculptures, but through all of the lives Smoker has impacted over the years.” 
Sitting on horseback, The Salmon Chief blesses a salmon he holds above his head as he faces the Spokane Tribe’s traditional fishing grounds at Spokane Falls in Huntington Park. Marchand built the 12-foot steel sculpture when the park was dedicated in 2014. It represents the salmon chiefs who regulated annual fishing on the river to ensure that all area tribes had enough to last through winter. Two women dry salmon on the cliffs behind the chief.
Collaborating with Spokane Tribe artist Jeff Ferguson, Marchand created 10 figures of sacred animals and of Fisher People practicing spearing, netting and trapping. They serve as a reminder of Indigenous heritage and the importance of preserving the river running through it.
Hundreds more of Marchand’s figures are scattered across the Northwest. Many feature the spiritual connection of horsemen, such as his sculpture of a horseback warrior holding up a peace pipe for the Coeur d’Alene Tribe Veterans Memorial at the Trail of the Coeur d’Alene’s trailhead in Plummer, Idaho.
American Indians came to regard the horse as “an extension of their own being,” he told The Spokesman-Review in 2010.
Often within the figures, cut-out silhouettes depict other symbolic animals like buffalo, coyotes and eagles.
Marchand was a member of the Arrow Lakes Band of the Colville Confederated Tribes. His nickname came from his grandmother, Mary Marchand. She gave him his Indian name, Spa Poole, which means smoke.
His brother encouraged him to attend the Institute of American Indian Arts in Santa Fe, New Mexico, where Marchand graduated in 1971.
Although he is most known for his steelwork, Marchand worked in many mediums. He started with painting and drawing.
In 1995, he illustrated “A River Lost” a children’s book by Lynn Bragg about how the Grand Coulee Dam destroyed a way of life for members of the Arrow Lakes.
He tried woodcarving and ice carving. He dabbled in bronze casting. But eventually steelwork became his favorite medium.
More Marchand figures can be seen on the Colville Reservation. A group of women dig for roots along Highway 155 near Grand Coulee. Farther down the road, a Sasquatch stands on a mountain pass near Omak.
Robert Charloe (Kalispel Tribal Member), also a graduate of Institute of American Indian Arts in Santa Fe, New Mexico (1980), photographed The Salmon Chief in 2019 out of respect and acknowledgement of Smoker Marchand’s master craftsmanship.
