My Friend George
Shortly after Thanksgiving, the patriarch of the modern fur trade in Washington and the northwest passed away due to complications following bladder surgery for cancer in Tacoma, Washington.  His loss leaves an enormous hole in the trapping community as well as all the lives he touched and influenced everyday, both trappers and non-trappers alike.  He was 82.

George Sovie was born April 8, 1928 in Odensburg, New York on the banks of the St. Lawrence River, a stones throw from Canada.  He always maintained he was an orphan and his birth certificate bares that out as under mother and father there are none listed.  
What I know of George’s early history and childhood is limited as he did not talk much about it.  I do know that he began trapping at a very early age, as did most boys of his generation and that avocation continued right up to the time of his death this past November.
In 1944 he tried to enlist in the military, but being only 16 at the time, he was not accepted.  Upon returning to his home, he was told he would have to fend for himself as a sister had already claimed his room and there was no where he could stay. He later was successful in joining the military and served around ten years, part of that time as a POW in North Korea.  He retired from the service with a rank of 1st Sergeant.  Gradually George worked his way west, spending some time in Utah trapping and hunting wild burros for the government eventually arriving in the Northwest in an old VW Van.  George got a job working for the railroad in the Tacoma area as a “boxcar knocker” and retired from that position.  I know George was married twice but the only wife that I knew was Mary who resided with him at his Tacoma home until her death in 2001.

In the early 1970’s George was one of the original organizers of what would become the Washington State Trappers Association (WSTA).   He worked tirelessly with WSTA for the next 40 years in many capacities, but probably is best known for his many years as president of the organization.  During his tenure, he developed a strong relationship with the Washington State Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW) in areas of furbearer management and consumptive wildlife utilization and this close association was instrumental in developing  State policy and regulation that benefited trappers in Washington State for many years.   I remember very well the day he took me as a young pup WSTA Executive Secretary to “meet” with officials of what was then The Washington Department of Game.  I was a little intimidated, but in true George fashion in we marched with no appointment, right past the secretary and threaded our way through the jumble of cubicles to the desk of the current furbearer section manager.  I don’t remember what the issue was George needed to straighten out that day, I don’t recall it being particularly important, but it certainly demonstrated to me George’s way of doing business and not agreeing to be put on hold when it came to trapping or furbearer issues.

George was the president of WSTA when the dark days of ballot box management crept into Washington State, replacing a system based on biology and sound science with one of political expediency.  He worked very hard in an attempt to defeat I-655, the hound hunting/bear baiting initiative, and a few years later found himself and WSTA embroiled in I-713, the anti-trapping initiative.  I don’t think most folks in the trapping community realized how hard George worked on defeating this initiative, but for over a year it was everyday, either working the phones for support or meeting with other groups and supporters.  It was during this political fight that George’s wife became very sick adding an additional burden to this troubling time period for him.  He was elected to the WSTA Trapper’s Hall of Fame in 2009.

Shortly after helping to form WSTA, George saw the need in the trapping community for a supply dealer and opened up Cascade Supply and began buying raw fur and selling trapping supplies. He also began developing his own line of lures and became an expert lure maker. Although he never really pushed his lure products, they are still some of the best available today.   He would later be instrumental in initiating a shipping program with North American Fur Auctions with the guidance of his Canadian friend of many years, Jack Lay, and support of WSTA.  He maintained his position as shipping agent up to the time of his death.  George raised game birds and poultry for many years and always had a dog under foot, usually a beagle.

Many people met George and became friends through a mutual love of collecting traps.  He was very involved with the North American Trap Collecting Association, and was the auctioneer at most all of their western events including Canada.  He was a very accomplished trap historian. To him, every trap was a tool and told a story whether the trap was worth 50 cents or thousands.  George also collected anvils as well as anything else connected to the outdoors.

Maybe it’s a little bit of a misnomer to label George as a trap collector because although he loved to find and display his zero traps, what he really liked to do was find the rare trap and in turn sell or trade it to another collector.  His real passion was buying and selling and there was nothing that he had in his collecting inventory that was not for sale.  This is a very rare trait found in collectors today and his role in this regard is irreplaceable.  The collectors rendezvous will just not be the same without George’s “table”. 

I first met George over thirty years ago and some of you knew him much longer.  He is the type of man that you expected to be around forever and it doesn’t seem right he had to go.  Like a lot of folks, he influenced my life in many ways and is probably more responsible for where my family and I our in life today then any other single individual

My best memories of George come from the times we spent trapping together.  We shared a line for a few years on the Vail Tree Farm and trapped his country “across the bridge” for a few seasons.  George was an expert professional trapper and loved to trap all species so we always ran a mixed line.  But what gave George the most joy was catching coyotes, probably the least paying target in Western Washington.  But he did so enjoy catching them.

It’s very hard for me to say goodbye to you, George .   A few days after your death, I received the box of wolf traps from you that we had talked about the day before you left your shop for the final time heading to the hospital.  I now realize that that may have been the last box you packed coming out of Cascade Supply and it is a true honor to receive that shipment.  I will always treasure the box they came in more than the traps.   I’ll miss the phone calls, the book trades back and forth, the trap deals, and you always being there.  I’ll miss you arguing with the waitress about the size of your pancakes and the search for the buffet style dinners when we were on the road. I’ll miss you missing the bids at Rendezvous auctions and you laughing at yourself.  I’ll miss the look on your face when you discover a cat in your set or come walking out of the swamp with a load of muskrats in each hand.  I’ll miss you chasing that civet floating down the creek after throwing it out of a muskrat trap and then realizing it was worth more than a rat.

I’ll think of you every time I touch a trap, stretch a beaver, or see an otter jump out on a log.

Goodbye from all of us, and thank you for allowing me to come along for a wonderful ride.  

You were a good man.

Roger Barney

Ennis, Montana

