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CHAPTER 1: Introduction 

 
 

 
“We need First Foods[…]We can’t have people without them, we can’t have fish 

without them, we can’t have roots without fish, we can’t have animals with no plants…”  
–Stuart Ellis (Harvest Management, Columbia River Inter-Tribal Fish 

Commission) 
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Besides money, which is materially useless (except for starting fires) but 

understood by many to stand in for... well, everything, most scholars—biologists, 

anthropologists, philosophers, and human rights advocates—agree that some combination 

of food, water, shelter, and social existence make up the basic necessities of human life 

(Malinowski 1929). That means that, in economic terms, food and water make up at least 

one half of what we as humans need to survive. It follows, then, that every group of 

people employs a number of different systems for procuring, preparing, and consuming 

their food, and that these different systems become important sites for cultural, political, 

economic, and social definition, redefinition, and for conflicts. What follows is an 

exploration of a few such cultural systems that developed separately for thousands of 

years, and what happens when they clash suddenly and violently with each other. 

Compared to their ancestors even a few generations ago, most people today in 

urban and developed centers spend a small fraction of their days thinking about, 

procuring, and preparing foods for themselves and their families. To some, this may be a 

sign of “progress”—we now have more time to commit to non-food-related endeavors—

but to others, that fact can be quite disconcerting. For the indigenous people of the North 

American continent, the prevalence of fast and processed foods marks not only a 

departure from millennia of religious, social, health, and cultural traditions, but also a 

sign of colonization and subjugation by white intruders. Some Indians1 and non-Indians 

                                                        
1 Despite negative connotations that the term “Indian” has taken on in some contexts, Chuck 

Sams, Communications Director for the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation, told me 
that “as a representative of Tribal government, we prefer [the term] Indian since it is in the US 
Constitution, federal law and Treaty” (Chuck Sams, email to author, 17 Apr. 2018). Thus because of the 
legal designation, as a reference to the US Constitution and 1855 Treaty, throughout my thesis I will refer 
to the indigenous people of the Columbia Basin—“Cayuse, Walla Walla, Yankton, Cocopah,” Umatilla, 
Palouse, Yakama, Nez Perce, Warm Springs, Wasco, Paiute—as Indians, when unable to use their actual 
tribal or band designations. 
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alike thus view their prevalence as something worth actively combatting. Today, many 

indigenous nations are making concerted efforts to push back against this prong of 

“progress,” and reinstate a stronger reliance and connection with their traditional foods. 

First Foods is one such effort. It is unique to the Columbia Plateau, but shares much in 

common with the hundreds of similar movements around the world. 

 

First Foods in Context 

Movements like First Foods have surfaced in Mexico (Peña 2017), the Andes 

(Friere 2011), in West Africa, Central and South America (Chaurette & Oliver 2016), and 

here in the Northwestern United States. These movements have been categorized as 

specific manifestations of a grander group of movements, entitled “food sovereignty.” 

Chaurette and Oliver (2016) offer a broad and useful definition of the food sovereignty 

movement, as “a call for the defense of small farmers, biodiversity, and the rights of 

citizens and countries to define their own agricultural policies. Food sovereignty 

emphasizes agro-ecology, rather than industrial agriculture, and trade systems that 

prioritize local production and consumption over export agriculture” (Chaurette & Oliver 

2016, 106). It is a wide-reaching goal, which incorporates health, economic, political and 

ecological issues surrounding food. Notice, however, that this broad definition makes no 

overt reference to colonial structures, nor does it prioritize indigenous foods and 

foodways! Food sovereignty confronts issues produced by colonially-implicated concepts 

like industrial capitalism, globalized neoliberal economic structures, and industrial 

agriculture (mono-cropping, genetic engineering, pesticides), but does not necessarily 

confront colonialism directly. My particular focus places the impact of settler colonialism 
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and its constituent structures at the forefront of food-related issues, identifying and 

confronting them directly. 

 Devon G. Peña and other collaborators in Mexican-Origin Foods, Foodways, and 

Social Movements (2017), take a critical stance on food sovereignty as a limited 

perspective. They argue that it does not acknowledge the wealth of knowledge and 

history that indigenous food-ways contain. He defines “first foods”—synonymous for 

him to “deep foods”—as, “food and foodways grounded in the ancient millenary 

knowledge of Indigenous peoples and based on our relations with plants, animals, soils, 

water, and our use of these for cooking eating, and sharing food” (Peña et al 2017, xx). 

His definition, as mine, vies for a more radical decolonial perspective on food, claiming 

that La Vía Campesina’s (one of the most prominent self-proclaimed “food sovereignty” 

movements in the world) “conceptualization of sovereignty remains bound to Western 

concepts of human rights; it traverses onto the terrain of the unique prospects and 

challenges involved in tribal ‘sovereignty versus autonomy’2 disputes in First Nations; 

and it fails to challenge the state of economic exception that subjects human and more-

than-human beings to unabated ecological violence”  (Peña 2017, 5). Food sovereignty, 

as defined by prominent movements like La Vía Campesina, often fails to call into 

question deeply set capitalist and utilitarian values implicit in Western neoliberal 

foodways. In contrast, Peña et al’s food decolonization extends to the realms of 

epistemology and indigenous politics. They trace the colonially-driven shift in corn (a 

parallel shift that I later detail in each of the Columbia Basin’s First Foods) from “more-

than-human-beings” (Peña et al. 2017, xxii)—“coevals and teachers; sentient landscapes 

                                                        
2 I relate Peña et al.’s dichotomy of “sovereignty” and “autonomy” to a similar “recognition” and 

“refusal” dichotomy which I will explore in-depth in chapter 4. 
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[respected] as sources of knowledge and agency” (Peña 2017, 6)— to commodities (Tello 

& Carreón 2017, 316). They claim that reviving First Foods knowledge and practices 

provides a more profound decolonization, which “ties our decolonial comida (food and 

foodways as social relations) to a normative infrastructure constitutive of ways of being 

in the world predating white settler colonial societies by thousands of years” (Peña et al. 

2017, xx). In other words, Peña et al’s decolonial “autonomía” (6) not only resists 

colonial processes, but actively seeks to reinstate precolonial indigenous foodways and 

further, lifeways.  

 Similar food sovereignty, autonomy, “first foods” and “deep foods” movements 

take place in every corner of the world. In Lauren Kepkiewicz’ (2017) article on food 

sovereignty, she quotes a Canadian smallholder farmer in claiming that “colonialism, 

capitalism, and patriarchy all support one another and in doing so, also support the 

current industrialized food system” (170). This claim is one that can be supported at once 

by food soveriegntists, autonomists, and First Foods protagonists. The disparity lies in the 

proposed solutions: First Foods, deep foods and autonomía find their solutions to the 

problems cited above in estimations of pre-colonial indigenous food-ways, whereas food 

sovereignists and other critics of the industrialized food system find their solutions 

elsewhere—often within Western epistemologies and colonially implicated structures. 

 My perspective, then, much more closely resembles that of Peña et al. than those 

of La Vía Campesina or the food sovereignty movement described by Chaurette & 

Oliver. However, given differences in locale—in particular the strength and prevalence of 

the settler state in the United States versus Peña et al.’s setting in southern Mexico—de 

facto changes to food-related issues are much harder to come by in this setting. 
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Consequently, it would vastly decrease the scope and effectiveness of decolonial projects 

(like mine) in the region to exclude or ignore projects with highly colonially entangled 

origins or motives: I address these movements as legitimate in their own right, but 

prioritize elements of First Foods that represent, in my opinion, more profound 

decolonization.  

 

The Setting 

Shooting north-west from its headwaters in the Selkirk Mountains, the Columbia 

River doubles back to the South, fueled by tributaries sliding down from the towering 

peaks of the Rockies. It continues south until it hits the Snake River plateau, where it 

jumps west, hugging the mountains, before returning to its southerly path. Finally, in the 

rich scablands of Southeastern Washington, the river hooks west once again, and follows 

that path across the Cascades to join the sea.  In each region through which the Columbia 

flows, it marks the landscape and its diverse inhabitants profoundly, as it has for as long 

as anyone can remember. The First Nations of the Columbia River Plateau all share that 

effect, and also share certain spiritual, political, trading, and culinary patterns in relation 

to their ancestral home, defined by The Big River. Salmon—formerly in untold numbers 

and now dwindling—run up the Columbia and all of its major tributaries; deer, elk, and 

other ungulates roam from the plateau to the mountains; berries grow abundantly in the 

Blues, Wallowas, Cascades, and Rocky Mountain ranges; and nutritious roots flower in 

the foothills. For thousands of years, these diverse and nutritious beings were central to 

the life-ways of the numerous tribes and bands of the Columbia plateau, until white 

settlers brought a stark transformation to the region. Now, in the wake of violent 
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colonization, native people continue to fight its subtler yet pernicious legacy in the 

region; the near extinction of these foods, and the exclusion of Indians from their harvest.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: A map of reservations and ceded territories for the Columbia Basin treaty tribes (CRITFC). 

 

Today, the region’s tribal members, non-Indian citizens, and scholars tend to 

articulate four concepts to describe First Foods. In this region, the First Foods discourse 

is made up of the following: 1) a set of plants and animals that are particularly nutritious 
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and can be readily harvested in the region; 2) a specific resource management strategy 

employed by the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation’s (CTUIR) 

Department of Natural Resources; 3) an important referent for a precolonial religious and 

political “unwritten law” signified as tamanwit by many Umatilla people, and finally, 4) a 

concerted decolonial resistance movement. These concepts are intertwined, indistinct, 

and complex. My central argument is that First Foods, in the light of decolonial theory 

and colonial history, can be read as a resistance movement, a response to the colonization 

and co-optation of precolonial subsistence cycles, and the political, economic, religious, 

and cultural significance that accompanied them. To introduce the concept, however, I 

will now provide a brief summary of this First Foods discourse as a whole.  

 

“The sun will always rise in the east, it will always set in the west, and we can’t do a 
damn thing to change it. It will always be that way. The water will always flow down a 
hill, you can’t make it flow back up. It’ll go down to the rivers, grow until it gets to the 
ocean, then it’ll come back again in its cycle; it’ll come back as rain and start all over 

again. That’s a law that we can’t change.” 
 –Thomas Morning Owl 

The Foods 

 The First Foods, as outlined in the CTUIR’s outreach presentations, are 

categorized under the general headings, “Water, Salmon, Deer, Cous, and Huckleberries” 

(Quaempts 2016). Each heading represents several related foods; the specific foods vary 

slightly among the different Columbia River Tribes, and include an enormous list of 

medicines and supplemental foods generally kept private within tribes and bands. Listed 

here are the CTUIR’s designated First Foods. 1) In the words of Wenix Red Elk, 

Education and Outreach director for the CTUIR’s Department of Natural Resources, 

“water [is] the number one of everything, the life of everything.” Everything starts and 
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ends with water, as is symbolized in every traditional longhouse celebration—

celebrations start and end with chuss, “a toast” to/of water.  2) Salmon (núsux) refers to 

all four species of Pacific salmon native to the Columbia: Chinook, Sockeye, Coho, and 

Steelhead3 (anadromous rainbow trout)—as well as lamprey, mussels, trout, whitefish, 

and suckers4. 3) “Deer” (yáamaš or iwínat, in general [Hunn & Selam 1990, 332; 

Quaempts 2016]) refers to big game that played an important role in the pre-colonial 

subsistence cycle: mule deer, Rocky Mountain elk, white-tailed deer, bighorn sheep, 

mountain goat, bison, and moose—some Tribal members understand all game to fall 

under the heading “Deer,” including all “four legged, the two legged, to the winged: the 

animals” (Wenix Red Elk, personal communication, Nov. 9 2017)5. 4) “Cous” (xawš, 

[Hunn & Selam 1990, 342; Quaempts 2016], xnit in general [178]) includes many 

lomatium plants, Indian celeries (plant stalks eaten fresh as opposed to processed roots), 

camas root, and bitterroot, and other root foods. And 5) “Huckleberries” (wíwnu [349; 

Quaempts 2016], tmaanít in general [178]) signifies a number of different berries, 

principally black mountain huckleberries, including other huckleberries, chokecherries 

and serviceberries as well.6 

                                                        
3 The nomenclature of Steelhead is rather confusing. Sahaptin vocabulary lists them as núsux 

along with other anadramous salmonids, but linguistically separates Steelhead (šušáynš) from Rainbow 
Trout (ayáy) (Hunn & Selam 1990, 316). As of 1989 (Billard 1989) Steelhead and Rainbow Trout are 
categorized under the same family in scientific nomenclature—Onchoryncus—but are colloquially called 
trout due to their freshwater tendencies. Steelhead are anadramous rainbow trout, meaning they migrate out 
to sea and back up to spawning grounds.  

4 Dog or White Salmon (Onchoryncus keta) were also fished in the Columbia by many groups, 
although they may not have run up the Umatilla River, and are not listed on First Foods outreach 
presentations (Hunn & Selam 1990, 132). 

5 Birds and some rodents are valued as foods, but none as more than supplemental. Also, certain 
birds and small mammals hold ritual and practical importance (like bird feathers and pelts [Hunn & Selam 
1990, 146]) and play large parts in myth-time stories. Neither are listed in the CTUIR’s First Foods 
educational presentations. 

6 Throughout my thesis, I will use the capitalized letter (i.e. “Cous”) to refer to the group of Foods 
that fall under that heading. “cous” or “xaws” in lowercase is used to denote the individual species itself. 
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Salmon are both the chronologically first food in the myth age to give themselves 

in order to feed the people (natíitayt [Conner & Lang 2006, 23]) and the highest priority 

of the CTUIR’s Department of Natural Resources. Their protection and management is 

the most financially, culturally and rhetorically important of the First Foods (Red Elk; 

Alexa Maine, pers. comm., 7 Nov. 2017). It is worth noting that the centrality of Salmon 

in contemporary First Foods discourses—and in particular its displacement of Cous and 

root digging as the most important Food—has much to do with factors beside the ritual 

and subsistence importance of Salmon in pre-colonial subsistence life. In fact, in the pre-

colonial subsistence cycle, diverse roots collected from late winter to early summer7 

accounted for a comparable portion of ritual importance, subsistence travel, and nutrition 

to that of salmon, including more than half of the calories to get through the long winter 

(Hunn & Selam 1990, 107). Further, parallel “special ceremonies” (209) to coming-of-

age ceremonies for hunting and fishing were dedicated to Cous, and travel for collection 

and preparation was similarly arduous and vital to intense fishing excursions. 

Contemporary First Foods movements are making concerted efforts to prioritize Cous 

discourses in their revitalization efforts. 

 To conclude this section, these foods are nutritious. Most people are at least 

vaguely familiar with the health crisis that many American Indian communities currently 

face. Because Indian fishing, hunting, and gathering traditions link their diets to lands and 

waterways that are often highly contaminated by Western development and disposal 

practices, the health of indigenous people in the United States is characterized by a 

unique connection to environmental health (Schure et al. 2013, 116). Schure et. al’s 2013 

                                                        
7 The variable root digging season from March to July is called xnit, a reference to edible root-

bearing plants (Hunn & Selam 1990, 172) 
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study with CTUIR tribal members showed that “despite the concerns about polluted 

natural foods, participants still viewed these foods, and the traditional activities of 

hunting and gathering of these foods, as central to their idea of a healthier community” 

(119)8. The First Foods, then, are seen by some as a symbol of health.  

 

CTUIR Management Strategy 

The Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation’s (CTUIR) 

Department of Natural Resources (DNR) applies the explicit tribal government policy of 

“First Foods“ to the management of foods and natural resources in a manner more closely 

related to traditional indigenous knowledge, culture, and treaty-secured practices than the 

imported Western management practices employed by other parties involved in the 

management of the foods. “For 2007,” the CTUIR Board of Trustees’ Comprehensive 

Plan continues, “the CTUIR Board of Trustees approved the adoption of the DNR First 

Foods mission. The mission acknowledges the serving ritual of wild foods in a traditional 

Tribal meal and uses treaty rights, ecological and spatial knowledge contained within the 

serving order to organize DNR and its work priorities” (CTUIR Comprehensive Plan 

2010, 80). First Foods is an order understood to be derived from tamanwit, the unwritten 

law of nature. The “law of constants” of tamanwit stems from the beginning of time, 

when people arrived on earth and the Food-beings9—in order—gave themselves to the 

people in exchange for reciprocal devotion on the part of the people (Red Elk). The 

serving order at traditional longhouse ceremonies, which is deliberate and of much ritual 

                                                        
8 Schure et al’s study also identified a link that CTUIR members “described community health and 

individual health in overlapping ways” (Schure et al 119). 
9 In myth-time stories, the Foods are often anthropomorphized, talk, and have special abilities. 
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importance, is said to reflect tamanwit and subsequently the historical and actual 

importance of each of the foods in the traditional subsistence cycle (Maine, Red Elk). 

Although this program has only very recently been brought public, First Foods as 

a desirable concept and even as a management strategy, is nothing new. This particular 

project is unique in its visibility, but many tribal governments’ DNRs strive for similar 

management strategies and all incorporate movements dedicated to the First Foods (also 

referred to as “traditional foods” [Elaine Harvey, pers. comm., 29 Feb. 2018] by Yakama 

tribal members and “deep foods” [Mares 2017; Peña 2017, xx; Gallegos 2017, 151] in 

Mexican decolonization initiatives). It was a product of timing, opportunity, and changes 

in political tide that allowed for the publicity and applicability of the First Foods strategy 

in the region. Until the First Foods policy began to be implemented in 2007, the CTUIR’s 

Department of Natural Resources had been almost exclusively dedicated consulting and 

negotiating with the state on salmon management10. Eric Quaempts, the current interim 

director of the DNR, introduced the First Foods as an alternative structure to the 

department.  

The stated mission of the CTUIR’s Department of Natural Resources is to 

“provide proactive planning and policy analysis and development to protect, restore, and 

enhance the First Foods and the exercise of associated rights reserved in the Treaty of 

1855” (“Mission”). Three notes in this mission statement stand out as important to my 

project: firstly, the centrality of First Foods in the statement. It defines the DNR’s 

mission, and is used almost as a direct replacement for Western terminology of “natural 

                                                        
10 The CTUIR’s DNR grew out of the Tribal Development Office and replaced the BIA in 

consultation and negotiations with the state in an official capacity in 1982 (Patawa et al. 2010, 80), 25 years 
before the First Foods initiative was adopted. 
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resources.” Secondly the caveat of the Treaty of 1855 signifies the centrality of that 

document, and the operation of the tribal DNR within profoundly entangled discourses 

and structures. And thirdly, the mission acknowledges the “exercise of associated rights” 

as a central mission. Later on I will discuss how exercising treaty rights in itself contrasts 

colonial policy and acts as decolonization, yet DNR policy has also indirectly augmented 

struggles for tribal members to enact their treaty rights. 

As a management strategy, First Foods has been lauded for its holistic view of 

conservation. Their water and river-life management strategy, termed “river vision” 

(Quaempts 2016), which has seen enormous progress in the restoration of the Umatilla 

River and its dependent life, serves as a telling example. As an educational poster outside 

of the CTUIR’s wet lab on the campus of Walla Walla Community College explains, 

“this vision requires a river that is dynamic, and shaped not only by physical and 

biological processes, but the interactions and interconnections between those processes.” 

This signals to the First Foods’ holistic ecosystem-level management. In the words of 

Thomas Morning Owl, a Umatilla language master speaker and CTUIR tribal member, 

“once you take care of…that water for the salmon, you’re enhancing that watershed 

rehabilitation for everything else: like the deer, the elk, and all these other types of things 

that come along with it. And when you take care of the ecosystem for the roots, well 

you’re taking care of a lot more than just the food itself—you’re taking care of a whole 

ecosystem…it’s kind of a holistic approach that’s defined by the subset of what is known 

as the First Foods” (Thomas Morning Owl, pers. comm., 26 Feb 2018). This strategy, 

often termed “holistic,” is based on the central tenet that natural processes will restore 

balance to a system when the right ingredients are in place. This guiding tenet of 
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ecosystem management, or “Indian law,” as it has been called (Morning Owl 2006, 3), 

was explained to me on various occasions by indigenous and white fishery biologists, as 

well as tribal members involved in longhouse “religious” practices (Maine; Morning 

Owl; Harvey). The language of First Foods reflects that of “holistic” ecosystem 

management. 

 

Tamanwit 

 Specific to certain tribes and bands11, and to families and individuals within each 

community, are the roles that the First Foods occupy in cultural traditions and 

ceremonies. Because this project is not an attempt at a comprehensive analysis of 

“religious traditions,”12 and also because of the expressed desires of some Umatilla and 

Yakama people with whom I have discussed this topic, my description of intimate 

“religious” ceremonies and concepts will remain mostly superficial. However, in contrast 

to other Columbia Plateau tribes, the Umatilla have a considerable depth of published 

material concerning tamanwit (Quaempts, 2016; Hunn et al 2015; Schure et al. 2013; 

Karson et al. 2006), the “Indian Law” (Morning Owl 2006, 3), that anthropologists have 

also called “spiritual”(Furtwangler 2005, 163) or “religious” (Crawford & Kelley 2005, 

316). Both to share their culture, and also as a rhetorical tool to increase understanding 

                                                        
11 The term band refers to a smaller, specific community within a larger regional conglomeration 

of indigenous nations and peoples. It is another classification of American Indian communities created and 
used by states in different ways. The 13 bands of the Yakama Indian Reservation include Rock Creek, 
Yakama, Klickitat, Wishram, and others. 

12 Audra Simpson defines ethnographic refusal as “an ethnographic calculus of what you need to 
know and what I refuse to write. This is not because of the centrality of esoteric and sacred knowledge. 
Rather, the deep context of dispossession, of containment, of a skewed authoritative axis and the ongoing 
structure of both settler colonialism and its disavowal make writing and analysis a careful, complex 
instantiation of jurisdiction and authority” (Simpson 2014, 105). My refusal to go into unnecessary depth 
on the topics of “religion” and “tradition” follows Simpson’s political and methodological stance. 
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and promote enactment of treaty rights in the region, the CTUIR place the First Foods at 

the very center of their creation story and cosmology.13  

According to (greatly varying) creation stories, human life began with “Creator”14 

guiding Coyote (spílya/spilyáy) and his “pantheon of ‘super-hero’ animal spirits” 

(Morning Owl 2006, 3) to shape the landscape and learn their place in it. After the myth-

age, during which the world was dominated by animal spirits, the creator placed human 

beings on the earth. The animals, beginning with salmon, soon began to feel sorry for the 

humans and decide to give themselves to them as food. In some versions of this story, 

humans in return agree to abide by the laws of tamanwit, and in some to reciprocally 

protect the Food-beings for years to come.  

Tribal myths15 often begin with Coyote [Hunn & Selam 1990, 329, Beavert 1974, 

34]) and any number of other magical animal spirits, and commonly conclude with 

messages and teachings related to the First Foods. For example, “Spilyay Breaks The 

Dam” (Beavert 1974, 34) tells the story of Coyote liberating the Columbia River from a 

dam built by the swallow sisters to hoard all of the salmon to themselves. It implies the 

creation of Celilo Falls, a famous Columbia River fishing site that was flooded by the 

Dalles Dam in 1957, and provides explanations for the lack or abundance of Salmon in 

certain rivers in the Columbia Basin. A Yakama elder tells that Coyote “made rivers and 

streams for the fish to swim up, so that the people would have something to eat. He 

would tell the salmon, ‘Don’t go up this stream because it’s bad for you.’ Sometimes 

                                                        
13 It is worth noting, however, that these stories were mostly translated from oral to written form 

long before First Foods became the politicized discourse that it is today. 
14 “Creator” (Harvey; Beavert 1974) is often but not always capitalized (Morning Owl 2006, 3), 

and is also referred to as “Spirit Chief” (Mourning Dove 1933, 7), and by other names. 
15 Wálsakt in NE Sahaptin (Cash Cash 2006, 5). See Geertz 1972, p. 558 for a working definition 

of “myth.” 
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people would not treat him right and he would not allow the salmon or fish to go up that 

river. That’s why you don’t find salmon in some rivers.” (37). Coyote is a central figure 

in many of these myths, which contain important vignettes about the Foods and their 

relationship with the people.  

Not all indigenous people, of course, make strides to “abide” by the laws of 

tamanwit, nor is it important to all Umatilla, Cayuse, or Walla Walla people. In fact, 

many tribal members who do make efforts to live by the rule of Tamanwit—to gather 

roots and interact with the First Foods in a ritual setting—have expressed frustration at 

the lack of support they feel for those activities within their nations. For example, 

Thomas Morning Owl, who, as one of few native Umatilla speakers16, tries to stay in 

touch with his Umatilla identity and his ancestors as much as he can, expresses a 

frustration that the tribal government, businesses, schools, and other industries make it 

hard for those who want to, say, dig roots, to do so. 

We can’t get out there and go digging during [work] times. 
‘cause you gotta put in two weeks, or whatever…these 
advance notices. Maybe in two weeks something’s gonna 
come up and all the roots’ll be gone!17 Dry up or something, 
you have to go somewhere else…[But they] don’t care… 
 

Throughout my thesis I will navigate these kinds of complications with regards to 

tamanwit, Indian identity, and the First Foods, and explore ways in which certain 

elements of the movement hinder and encourage others—most of all in their 

relation to decolonization. 

                                                        
16 Thomas spoke Umatilla before he learned English. He is one of few native speakers, but there 

are now “3 or 4” new second-language speakers as a result of the language apprentice program that Thomas 
is a part of. 

17 Certain roots can get “baked’ in the sun in a matter of days or weeks, ruining their food 
potential. 
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A Decolonial Movement 

As I will explore in subsequent chapters, the First Foods management strategy, 

the Foods, and tamanwit are all central and effective elements of the contemporary First 

Foods discourse. In this project, my goal is to inquire into the origins of First Foods, both 

historically and theoretically, and in doing so, to uncover another guiding and central 

mission of the First Foods movement that hides just below the surface: because of the 

history and actuality of colonization, and the many forms it takes, among many other 

things, First Foods can be read as a complex political decolonization movement. This 

chapter has been a general outline the First Foods movement in its current manifestation. 

In subsequent chapters I trace the discourse of these Foods from pre-colonial times, 

through the brunt of colonization, to today’s manifestations. But before delving into this 

historical analysis of the First Foods, I will begin by describing my theoretical lens and 

methodologies for this project. 

 

Theory 

For the purposes of this project, I have elected to use Foucault’s concept of 

“discourse” as a structure for referencing the changing faces of the First Foods. 

Throughout this paper, I will use three sets of terminology to refer to each of the Foods. 

These three sets of terms represent, as I have rather crudely typified, three separate 

discourses: the discourse of “precolonial foods”, “resource-commodities,” and “First 

Foods.” I employ the term “discourse” following Foucault’s definition in The 

Archaeology of Knowledge (1972). He describes a discourse as a set of “practices that 

systematically form the objects of which they speak” (49). This concept allows for a 
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broad field of vision, recognizing that the nature of an object, especially something as 

complex as a staple food, is constantly being shaped and transformed by the array of 

subjective “practices” that surround it. So in referring to the foods as “pre-colonial 

foods,” I signal to a set of indigenous laws, beliefs, traditions, and customs, which 

surrounded each of these foods before their domination and near extinction at the hands 

of Western settlers (accessed through the limited medium of recorded and oral histories). 

My project traces the dominant discourse surrounding the Foods from pre-colonial times, 

through 200 years of contact with settler colonial powers, to today’s era of sovereignty 

and resistance18, in which indigenous peoples within settler nations continue to fight for 

recognition or autonomy against the omnipresent legacy of colonization.  

A central concept of my theoretical lens for this project is that the application of 

the paradigm of settler colonialism—accompanied by neoliberal capitalism, territorial 

colonization, and a wide palette of underlying ideologies and sensibilities—has on the 

whole shown disastrous results for both colonizer and colonized, and that the discourse of 

Food in the Columbia Basin closely parallels the progression of settler colonialism in the 

region. Patrick Wolfe, often lauded as the principal referent for the term “settler 

                                                        
18 I avoid using the term post-colonial because of complex power relations that go un-addressed in 

the discourse of post-coloniality. For example, Jodi Byrd (2011) explains that postcolonial studies have 
failed to adequately theorize colonization in North America “because the ‘post-‘ even though its 
contradictory temporal meanings are often debated, represents a condition of futurity that has not yet been 
achieved as the united states continues to colonize and occupy indigenous homelands” (Byrd 2011, xxxii, 
as cited in Kepkiewicz 2017, 167). Others would argue that Byrd misses the point. The term post-colonial 
is highly problematic and does not bear using in this case. “Soveriegnty” is also a complicated term. Most 
indigenous nations within what is now called the United States and Canada, continue to fight for 
“sovereignty” and “self-determination” through the limited means available to them, and against the same 
settler colonial structures. As Days Go By outlines three separate eras of self-determination and 
sovereignty: “from our perspective, modern sovereignty began in 1855 with the signing of the Treaty that 
made the Umatilla Indian Reservation our homeland…1960s War on Poverty programs, Housing and 
Urban Development homes, and Indian Health Service programs…became the basis of the CTUIR’s 
capacity to manage its own business affairs. The opportunity for the CTUIR to strengthen its sovereignty 
came with the 1975 Self-Determination Act, which allowed the BOT to contract and manage BIA 
programs…” (Luce & Johnson 2006, 188). 
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colonialism,” repeats in his various works the claim that settler colonialism is “a 

structure” as opposed to “an event” (Wolfe 1998, 2; Wolfe 2006, 390). This is to say that 

the historical events often referred to as “colonization” are—rather than outlying, causal 

events—mere symptoms of the settler colonial “structure” composed of ideologies19 and 

practices of Western European origins. The construction of race and its use as a colonial 

tool, the displacement of indigenous people from their land, the systematic “elimination” 

of indigenous peoples and discourses, and its justification by hegemonic Western 

discourses, all make up the basic structure of settler colonialism. Wolfe tends towards a 

cultural “motif” mode of criticism, as opposed to a materialist one, identifying the so-

called “doctrine of discovery” (Wolfe 2006, 391) as a justification for settler colonization 

in North America. 

 

Methodologies & Positionality 

The methodologies of this project consisted of a series of interviews with CTUIR 

and Yakama tribal members, as well as a textual framework. Much of the framework 

comes from three years of undergraduate anthropology classes, and, most notably, a class 

dedicated to the “Politics of Salmon” in which I was enrolled during the fall of 2017. I 

had the opportunity to stew over texts and experiences from that class and from my 

                                                        
19 Beside political, economic, and territorial structures of colonization, exist further emotional and 

metaphysical affects that play roles in the realms of physical and mental health. John and Jean Comaroff 
(1992) describe ways in which settlers in South Africa not only shaped the country as a territorial and 
political “colony,” but also worked on the individual and collective levels of “consciousness”. Industrial 
and agrarian capitalist values and life-ways were engrained in colonial subjects with intention during this 
period. Although in theory South Africa has a level of independence from its European colonizers, 
colonization continues to work on the emotional level of consciousness. The working of colonization on 
several levels, past territorial and political, is relevant to my use of Foucault’s discourse. The discourse of 
the First Foods, which includes tradition, practice, and spiritual significance, has been colonized in the 
same manner that land and peoples have. Decolonization, then, also operates in the realm of consciousness. 
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personal experiences in the commercial fishing industry in Alaska as time came to choose 

a Senior Thesis topic, and was introduced to First Foods by my thesis advisor, Jason 

Pribilsky. Experiences with “participant observation” and the power of personal 

interaction and interviews to deepen understandings of a topic20 brought me to the 

understanding that being present and talking to interested parties is the best way to gain 

an appreciation for the various perspectives involved in an issue as complex as 

decolonization. 

Noting the political stance of my project, I attempted in my methodologies to take 

into account the entanglement of the colonial legacy within academia, and within 

ethnography in particular. In attempt to “decolonize” my methodologies, the 

perspectives, opinions, and desires of my informants are prioritized in my writing.21 In 

my own perspective, I try to reflect on my academic and experiential background,22 and 

write as much as possible as yet another party, as opposed to an authorial voice.  I also try 

to employ Audra Simpson’s “ethnographic refusal” in my methodologies. For example, I 

confront the skepticism of some tribal elders to reveal culturally sensitive information 

(relating to First Foods), and allow that information, as academically and 

ethnographically fascinating as it may be, to remain unstated, as it is not immediately 

                                                        
20 Namely, a project I worked on last spring with an indigenous Kichwa organization in Arajuno in 

the Ecuadorian Amazon helped me come to this conclusion. 
21 Glen Hinson (2010) grants authority and legitimacy to his subjects by using language that does 

not undermine their narratives and worldviews, but empowers it. This is at times the simplest and best way 
to decolonize ethnographic writing, but can become more complicated when the perspectives of those very 
subjects appear to be colonially entangled. 

22 As a white male undergraduate student, I benefit materially on a day-to-day basis from colonial 
structures. Of particular relevance to the Foods, I directly make a living off of the exploitation of Salmon as 
a deckhand on a commercial fishing boat in Bristol Bay, Alaska. I am still working to reconcile the 
implications of commercial salmon fishing as a white person in an industry that has excluded indigenous 
people from the harvest of their First Foods. One way in which I attempt to reconcile these issues is by 
uniting with Yupik (native Alaskan) commercial and subsistence fishermen in battles against harmful 
extractivist industries in the region, such as the currently relevant Pebble Mine.  
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pertinent to my argument. I received written consent from both Whitman College’s IRB 

and the Communications Department of the CTUIR; of course, once completed this 

thesis will be sent to the CTUIR as well as every one of my informants for the project. 

As impossible as it is to thoroughly remove oneself from the colonial 

entanglement of academic writing—especially anthropological writing—I hope that this 

work can serve the decolonizing purposes of the First Foods movement. My wish is that 

this can be used by the Columbia Basin tribal nations to gain an outside perspective on 

their own movement, to allow the furthering of their political goals and give momentum 

to decolonizing causes.  
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CHAPTER 2: Pre-Colonial Foods 

 

 

“We have a deep connection to this place. That’s why I moved home. I told my 
grandmother I would move home….She was on her deathbed a week before. And I told 
her, ‘well I’m moving home after my last—this is my last class,’ I told her…so my last 

day of class, my last final, she passed away. And I already promised her—yeah the same 
day…She taught me everything, like, gathering—how to take care of salmon, deer, elk, all 

the roots, all the berries, and medicines. And that’s why she wanted me to move home. 
‘Cause she said she wanted me to carry on that tradition with our family, and teach all of 

the younger ones here, and that’s what I do…” 
-Elaine Harvey, Yakama Tribal Member, Fisheries Biologist 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. 
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As stated in the introductory chapter, in order to understand today’s discourse of 

First Foods and its character as a decolonization movement, the practices of pre-colonial 

Columbia River peoples are an important referent. However, the subjective and entangled 

nature of history bears confronting before consulting historical primary and secondary 

source material on the topic. Because of the tradition of oral rather than written histories 

in pre-colonial indigenous nations, and the exclusive narrative authority of written 

histories typically granted by Western academia, indigenous histories have been 

underrepresented—even deleted—from most academic versions of history.23 Pre-colonial 

oral histories, as all histories, are not a singular “history,” but many: myriad native 

perspectives question, complicate, and sometimes reinforce dominant academic (read: 

European) histories, and interact with themselves and other histories over time. Current 

understandings of pre-colonial histories of indigenous people of the Columbia Basin, 

then, are limited both by their translation from regional languages to English and oral to 

written word, and by the gradual change of perspective that has transformed histories 

over the years. My perspective in this paper leads me to preference underrepresented 

orally preserved narratives, supplemented by contemporary written sources as well.  

With these caveats about historical objectivity in mind, I can proceed to estimate 

the pre-colonial discourse of food, the principal referent for today’s First Foods discourse. 

Most of this information comes from two sources: As Days Go By: Our History, Our 

Land, and Our People… (2006), a compilation of oral and written histories formed by 

                                                        
23 This has been studied by anthropologists and historians in many regions of sudden colonial 

encounter—most notably in the Andes, by scholars like Gonzalo Lamana (2008, 7). Further, Patrick Wolfe 
(1999) harshly critiques the discipline of Anthropology for endorsing the continuity of settler colonialism 
and the justifying the continued elimination of native lands and life-ways, through the same privileged 
status of authorship. 
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scholars from the CTUIR’s own Tamáslikt Cultural Institute, and Nch’I Wana: The Big 

River, a 1989 ethnography by Eugene Hunn,with Yakama elder James Selam. Hunn’s 

Boasian historical particularism fueled a desire to legitimize and record what he could 

about the indigenous people of the Columbia Basin; the ethnography is dated in its 

language and conception of indigenous politics, but its content serves as an important 

reference for contemporary attempts at recording autochthonous tribal history (Hunn et 

al. 2015), and for projects like mine. 

 To say that Foods are historically important to the Columbia Basin’s indigenous 

peoples is a vast understatement. Until the subsistence life-way was made materially 

impossible by a number of forces which I will delve into later on, their geographical, 

spiritual, subsistence, economic, and political life revolved mostly around the collection, 

preparation, and consumption of Foods. Before being effectively limited to reservations, 

the people here were semi-nomadic, following a trail of named campsites and established 

(seasonal) villages (Hunn & Selam 1990, 123) to gather their foods North and South, 

from down into canyons, to the foothills of the Blue or Cascade mountains. In this period, 

the “band” and “tribe” designations—Umatilla, Yakama, Walla Walla, Nez Perce, 

Klickitat, Cayuse, Palouse, etc.—that now serve to unite, categorize, and exclude Indians, 

did not bear much importance (Harvey). Instead, individual families made choices about 

where “to gather foods and with whom to associate” (Hunn & Selam 1990, 4), and came 

together at their liking, at winter villages.  
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The Seasonal Round 

Winter was a time of visiting and ceremony, with hard-earned stores of roots, 

berries, and salmon from the summer and little fresh food available (Hunn & Selam 1990, 

89), the people would live in villages on the main stem of the Columbia, mostly off of 

stores built up during the summer months (119). During these times stories would be told, 

rituals would take place, feasts would be shared, and the next summer’s harvest would be 

strategized.  

Most winter villages would be abandoned and families would begin to migrate 

upstream once the first spring Chinook salmon was caught (and the proper rituals were 

performed), marking the end of winter (Hunn & Selam 1990, 121). From there, the 

cardinal direction of movement was dependent on the location of the particular camps, 

but generally trended up. Families moved from site to site, out of the canyons, up 

tributaries, and into the foothills of snowcapped mountains as the spring progressed and 

more ample and diverse roots became available. Some fishing, but even more root 

digging, took place in the springtime, and groups numbering sometimes in the thousands 

would amass at popular root digging sites in the foothills of the looming mountains that 

feed the Big River (127). Women24 would leave riverside camps and climb the hills to 

find newly sprouting lomatium25 roots: Canby’s lomatium, cous, Indian parsley, etc. 

                                                        
24 I have yet to read a source that complicates the gendered separation of food collection and 

preparation roles in pre-colonial subsistence rounds. However, in today’s First Foods practice, the 
specificity and rigidity of gender roles in these traditions varies by tribe, band, and family. According to 
Elaine Harvey, gender roles in First Foods traditions are particular among certain bands and relatively fluid 
among others. Nowadays it is quite common for men to gather roots and berries and for women and 
children to participate in hunting and fishing.  

25 Lomatium is the same family as many popular food plants: carrots, celery, etc. (Hunn & Selam 
1990, 99). 
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would sprout at different times depending on local topography and elevation, signaling to 

gatherers on a day-by-day basis where to go and when.  

 As spring turned to summer, roots collected and dried at camps were transported 

into storage pits and baskets at the winter camps; families returned to the Big River to 

fish. After initial spring snowmelt, the river would drop, exposing features such as Celilo 

Falls, below which salmon gathered for fishermen, garnering the strength to leap up the 

rocky passage (Hunn & Selam 1990, 128). Late summer meant predominantly fishing, 

with regular pilgrimages to berry fields like that at “Indian Heaven,” in the modern-day 

Gifford Pinchot National Forest (130). This was the time of hard work in the oppressive 

heat, to build up the winter stores that would be needed in a few months.  

 Fall Chinook was the most important salmon run of the year for most Columbia 

Plateau peoples (Hunn & Selam 1990, 130), which passed in early September in the 

midst of huckleberry and hunting seasons. Men would tromp down to boiling tributaries 

from huckleberry camps and lug salmon back up for the women to preserve at the end of 

the day. Evidence suggests that Indians managed wildfire deliberately as to propagate the 

abundance of certain plant foods (130). Mule deer (yáamaš) and black-tailed deer 

accompanied black mountain huckleberries, grouseberries, low-mountain blueberries, and 

other sweet berries at feasts. And as fall turned to winter once again, families would 

make their way back down to winter camps on the Columbia (132).  

During the winter, mostly, other food sources would become important 

supplements, including the occasional rodent or small mammal. Some rodents were 

forbidden to eat for reasons explained only through story (Hunn & Selam 1990, 142), 

some used only for fur and ornamentation (143), and some were trapped for fur. Finally, 
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a number of grouse, and ducks, swan, and geese were eaten semi-regularly during the 

winter months. 

 

 “Religion” 

 Not only did the subsistence cycle guide the living patterns of pre-colonial 

Colombia Basin peoples, but it was the principal referent for practices and beliefs that 

have been categorized as “religion” (Hunn & Selam 1990; Crawford & Kelley 2005, 

316), “law” (Harvey, Morning Owl), and, put best by Thomas Morning Owl, “a religious 

doctrine, scientific, holistic, personal, political,” all in one. Many missionaries and 

anthropologists (Crawford & Kelley 2005, Furtwangler 2005) have recorded and 

described ceremonies and traditions dedicated to the First salmon, deer, root, celery, or 

berry of the season. In one such description, related in Bringing Indians to the Book, 

Albert Furtwangler brings together a series of accounts of “salmon rituals,” which 

missionaries described at the time as stemming from fear of their “deities” (Furtwangler 

2005, 175). Furtwangler implies that rather than something resembling the Christian form 

of a deity, what the people were reacting to was closer to anxiety about offending their 

sacred relationship with the salmon, (and thus losing their precious Food), than breaking 

a covenant with their God (Furtwangler 2005, 173). Talal Asad’s critique in “The 

Construction of Religion as an Anthropological Category,” helps make sense of this 

confusion. He demonstrates that the “separation of religion from power is a modern 

Western norm,” (Asad 1993, 116). In other words the categorization of “religion” as 

universally distinguishable from “science, common sense, aesthetics, politics, and so on” 

(Asad 1983, 249) is based on a misguided assumption that something called religion 
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plays the same role in every epistemology and life-way as it does in modern Christian-

based societies. This same mistake is often made in historical readings of pre-colonial 

Columbia Basin food-ways, practices and discourses. As Thomas Morning Owl expresses 

above, tamanwit and related practices that early missionaries and anthropologists mistook 

as “religion” seem to be more accurately portrayed as constituent elements in an 

inseparable system of ecological, political, social, and economic power and associated 

practices. The clearest example of the inseparability of power from religion, politics and 

economics is the role of the salmon chief (Hunn & Selam 1990 153) or salmon priest 

(Miller) in harvest management at fall fishing villages at Celilo Falls. This position 

existed in most societies that relied heavily on salmon as a food source, from the coast to 

the interior of the lower Columbia drainage. At Celilo, he or she, “had authority to open 

and close fishing on an annual and a daily basis” (Hunn & Selam 1990, 153). However, 

as an elder of the Upper Skagit tribe comments about her grandfather’s tradition, ”the 

man (sometimes woman) in charge of the fishery was more like a priest than like a 

manager” (Miller). Whether it be a priest or a chief (more likely somewhere in between), 

this position demonstrates how religion and power are often one and the same in 

Columbia Basin cultural systems, and how salmon, and other Foods, played a central role 

in the matrix of power and knowledge in the region.  

Similar practices to the “First Salmon Ceremony” that Furtwangler described 

were dedicated to First roots, berries, deer, and Indian celeries (Hunn & Selam 1990, 

209). Less is recorded about these ceremonies, which were likely of comparable 

centrality and ritual importance, for a number of reasons. Besides the drama and charisma 

that the salmon’s lifecycle represents, one reason for the heightened importance of 
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salmon (and reduced importance of roots and berries) in accounts and reproductions of 

Columbia River Indians subsistence cycle may be the overwhelming majority of male 

traders and explorers who recorded the early accounts of interactions with Indians26. It 

has been largely sustained that salmon was a “men’s food” (Quaempts 2016), in that it 

was fished and ritually managed by men (Hunn & Selam 1990, 153), and thus the mostly 

male anthropologists and missionaries would have had much more exposure to the 

Salmon discourse than they would to the women’s foods (like Cous and Huckleberries). 

Secondly, the Columbia River was the first and most common path for whites in the early 

days, and that is where the larger salmon ceremonies took place. The spectacle of densely 

populated fall fishing villages on the Columbia was much more of a draw to 

anthropologists and missionaries than would have been families’ gathering sites near the 

tributaries. Whites with any interest in Indian “culture” would be drawn to the convenient 

and bustling villages, as opposed to relatively out-of-the-way (for travellers on the 

Columbia) and independent gathering places. Thirdly, the rhetoric of salmon as the First 

food is a good example of the complex nature of the relationship between pre-colonial 

foods and contemporary First Foods discourses. Pre-colonial salmon fishing may be 

played up in today’s discourse as a result of its link to arguably the Tribes’ most 

important reserved right: fishing. In such ways, modern historical factors continue to 

contribute to the contemporary estimation of pre-colonial subsistence cycles, and diverse 

histories interact. Salmon discourses will be the principle focus of Chapter 5. 

 

                                                        
26 Since the latter parts of the 20th century, anthropologists have problematized the role of the 

author in early accounts of indigenous gender roles. See Friedl 1975, p. 6. 
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Trading 

 Economically, also, food was of utmost importance. Plateau people had an 

extremely complex system of trade with other groups that extended for hundreds of miles 

(Connor & Lang 2006, 32). The foods (such as salmon [41] and lomatium roots [33]) 

were important items of trade for delicacy and ritual importance, and due to their 

extensive trade systems—transpiring mainly at large fishing and gathering sites—have 

been found as far from the Columbia Basin as Vancouver Island, off the Pacific coast 

(Conner & Lang 2006, 33).  

Intra-tribal trade and gift-giving has also been estimated. Within plateau villages, 

winter feasts vaguely resembling the famous Potlatch traditions on the coast took place 

alongside the Columbia River, defining and recreating social status (Hunn & Selam 1990, 

121).27 Fish were traded and gifted between families, and Deer killed by a hunting party 

were often shared amongst groups. Roots dug would be shared or gifted to the 

community—as rites of passages, for marriages, feasts, and hospitality (209)—and a 

young boy’s first kill or first catch was never permitted to be eaten by the boy himself, 

but instead distributed among the entire camp (139). This comfort with trading and 

reciprocal gifting of foods can help to explain later openness to economic interactions 

with white traders. However, the particulars of the reciprocal and community-focused 

economy of pre-colonial communities also foreshadow clashes and misunderstandings 

with the commoditized and competitive28 economic systems to be imposed later by white 

settlers. 

                                                        
27 Franz Boas (1966) demonstrated how potlatch traditions define social roles among the 

Kwakwaka’wakw.  
28 This is not to essentialize and romanticize pre-colonial economies in the Plateau; as 

mentioned, extravagant feasts and gift giving were likely intimately tied to social competitions over 
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CHAPTER 3: History & Dependency 

 
 
 

“We were raped of our culture, raped of our land, raped of our foods, and they—those 
elders got the brunt of that.” 

-Wenix Red Elk 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4. 
 
 

                                                        
different forms of power. However, economic competition based on giving in order to define and 
question power dynamics is quite different from the material, capitalist competition later brought by 
whites. For examples of such misunderstandings in Choctaw country, see White 1988, Chapter 4. 



 

 
 

32 

The arrival of Europeans on the North American continent was felt in the 

Columbia Basin long before any of its people had ever seen a white person. After stories 

and prophesies, horses were the first felt effect of the Spanish arrival in the North 

American mainland in the 16th century, and were first seen by the Cayuse and Umatilla 

people around 1730 (Connor & Lang 2006; 30, Hunn & Selam 1990, 23). After that, 

European goods began a steady flow into the Plateau from both the east (British & 

American fur traders on the coast) and the West (British and American settlers). By the 

turn of the 19th century, when white people first ventured into the Plateau region itself, 

horses were essentially a naturalized commodity29 and the influence of other goods such 

as glass, beads, brass, and clothing were noted (Connor & Lang 2006, 33). The initial 

interactions between whites and indigenous people in the early 19th century were mostly 

characterized by small-scale economic interactions, as whites mostly found themselves in 

the region on trading expeditions marked by intense competition between American fur 

traders Northwest Company and British Pacific Fur Company and the infamous Hudson 

Bay Company (Connor & Lang 2006, 41-44; Hunn & Selam 1990, 34). As shown in the 

previous chapter, the Plateau people were not averse or unfamiliar with trade, and Foods 

were thus given in hospitality and as gifts, and traded freely and often for settler goods. 

However, from a critical historical perspective, these initial trade interactions and the 

ensuing settlement of the region turn out to be much more sinister than suggested by 

Western accounts. What follows is a critical analysis of the first century and a half of 

                                                        
29 Certain elders claim that horses had been in the region for thousands of years before the arrival 

of whites (Hunn & Selam 23). 
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European and American30 presence in the region, detailing how the structures of settler 

colonialism function in indigenous communities, and how the parallel displacement of 

the pre-colonial Foods discourse represents one constituent process. 

 

Enter: Disease… 

  The frequency of contact with Europeans increased after 1820. By the 1850s, the 

growing European population surpassed and began to displace the shrinking indigenous 

populations in Oregon and along the Columbia River. By 1851, the population along the 

Columbia river fell to just one sixth the size of the pre-contact population (Montgomery 

2003, 48). 

 With increased contact with Europeans, disease took a terrible toll on native 

populations. Scholars have nuanced these statistics, however, pointing out that the 

indigenous nations’ inabilities to sustain populations in the face of European diseases was 

a political matter just as it was a biological one (White 1983, 6). Even without the direct 

threats of genocide or warfare, white settlers in different parts of the country indirectly 

augmented the susceptibility of the Indians to their diseases, by overhunting—decreasing 

their access to food resources—and inciting political strife between and among American 

Indians. Richard White, in The Roots of Dependency (1988), describes how groups with 

sometimes-random political and geographical advantages fared better in the face of this 

onslaught. These minor political advantages allowed the Choctaws in the Mississippi 

basin to sustain a more stable population and thus come to absorb other smaller bands, 

                                                        
30 From my theoretical perspective, European and American presence in the region represent 

practically the same colonizing force: Western political and economic structures justifying a colonial 
“Logic of elimination” by the same “doctrine of discovery” (Wolfe 1998).  
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and eventually put up a stronger resistance against the colonizers (6). Similar advantages 

led to the contrastingly strong and weak resistance of different groups in the Pacific 

Northwest; Hunn argues that pre-colonial geographical organization accounts in part for 

the prevalence of Indian origin city-names in Washington State (Seattle, Spokane, Walla 

Walla, etc.) to contrastingly European-origin names in Oregon (Astoria, Portland, Salem, 

Bend) (Hunn & Selam 1990, 31). But even for those nations with a higher level of food 

security and other advantages, the diseases struck hard and fast. The consequent decrease 

in indigenous population made the domination and oppression of Indians that much easier 

for the settler state and other colonizing powers. 

 

Changes in the Land 

William Cronon, in Changes in the Land, traces the turbulent ecological history of 

the eastern United States since the initial arrival of settlers, and shows how the new 

system of land management and ecological relationships brought by whites was the 

harbinger of grave changes. As does Cronon, I argue that changes in economy, power, 

and culture go hand in hand with ecological changes—environmental degradation and 

agricultural development–turned-domination. I argue that profound changes, at once 

ecological and political, took hold in the Columbia Basin primarily through the structure 

of settler colonialism. Patrick Wolfe’s (1998) theorized “logic of elimination,” enacted 

through forced assimilation policies and justified by a “doctrine of discovery,” worked—

and continues to work—to eliminate Indian food discourses.  In the Columbia Basin, the 

economic importance of Salmon, Deer (game), more recently, Huckleberries—and 

wheat, onions, cows, mountains and wildflowers—to Western capitalist markets has 
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directly resulted in—and justified—the decimation of the First Foods discourses of 

Water, Salmon, Deer, Cous, and Huckleberries. With this economic importance, a 

“doctrine of discovery”—the state’s presumed land-right—and the settler-colonial “logic 

of elimination” to back it, 1) the surplus-mongering nature of the Western market either 

harvests these Foods into near extinction or farms them into domination, and 2) they 

become severely regulated by Western industries and thus transformed discursively from 

a First Food to a resource-commodity. Here capitalism and settler colonialism work side-

by-side to bring about transformation on a gigantic scale.  

 

Insipient Structures 

Capitalism and settler colonialism often work side by side, but are not always one 

and the same. “While capitalism harnesses the labour power of workers in order to 

produce surplus from which to make a profit, colonialism ‘destroys and disappears the 

indigenous peoples in order to aquire land” (167), claims Lauren Kiepkewicz (2017). 

Glen Sean Couthard agrees that it is “dispossession, not proletarianization,” (2014, p13), 

that has shaped the character of the relationship between Indigenous people and the 

settler state. Theorizing capitalism and colonialism as two separate systems of 

oppression31 allows for the understanding that even in avoiding one structure you can be 

oppressed by another at the same time. In this section, I will trace the different aspects of 

colonization as they relate to food, with regard to industrial capitalism and settler 

                                                        
31 Although the two structures interact similarly in former Spanish and Portuguese colonies South 

of the United States, they cooperate differently. I would argue that they are even more intimately linked 
than in North America, as the extraction of wealth (gold) and slaves was an overt goal from the beginning 
in their case (see Todorov 2010). At least in the colonizers’ words, it was settlement and discovery that 
mostly characterized British and French colonialism.  
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colonialism, later bringing in the institutions of the state and Christian ideology as they 

relate to specific settler colonial processes as well. 

First, the settler “logic of elimination” uses theories of “race” and policies of 

assimilation to target and eliminate indigenous land-use practices and Food discourses. 

Accounts from early state and commercial entities in the region elaborate conceptions of 

the “Indian” race as exclusive (with the discourse of racial purity) and the “black” race as 

inclusive (with the discourse of impurity and “one drop rule” [Wolfe 1998, 390]). These 

details clearly demonstrate the “logic of elimination” that characterizes settler relations 

with indigenous people. Within this logic, the creation of more people that can be 

categorized as “black” is to the advantage of settlers, because any person that could be 

considered “black” could lawfully be enslaved—and thus accumulated as capital. 

However the idea that the “Indian” race can be “polluted” is advantageous for the settler 

motif because the elimination of native peoples liberated the land from its intimate 

relationship with its inhabitants, allowing for its subsequent settlement by whites (Wolfe 

2006). This telling structure is evident still today in conceptions of “Indian” and “black” 

race, and has been effective for the settler motif in some senses, for example in setting up 

systems of “blood quantum” (Pond & Hester 2006, 115)32 as prerequisites for tribal 

membership. The logic of elimination, demonstrated here by conspicuous definitions of 

race, serves settler motives in removing indigenous people from their land, and thus 

freeing it up for settler enclosure and entrance into the capitalist market.  

                                                        
32 In the beginnings of the 20th century, the BIA subjected CTUIR tribal members to blood 

quantum standards arbitrary to actual blood relations, which wound up categorizing and limiting Walla 
Walla, Umatilla, and Cayuse enrollment as served the BIA in Dawes Act allotment times (Pond & Hester 
2006, 115). 
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Colonial logic collaborates with capitalist structures in a variety of manners. Oral 

histories illustrate a pre-colonial setting in which small mammals and rodents were not 

very commonly trapped or hunted. Their use was limited for natives, and myth-age 

stories corroborate this minor role. To early Western traders, on the other hand, furs were 

the end-all-be-all of native resources. The first 20 years of contact in the Columbia Basin 

was almost exclusively via fur trappers, who worked the region as a business, lucratively 

selling furs to Asian and European markets through their trading posts on the coast. In 

one notable case, a microcosm of what was to come for the other Foods, a Hudson Bay 

Company trapper, Peter Ogden, set out in Snake River country “thoroughly bent on 

trapping out beaver east of the Blue Mountains” (Connor & Lang 2006, 47). Ogden’s 

“aggressive trapping” is demonstrative of not just the Western “resource-commodity” 

ideology that largely came to supplant pre-colonial Food discourses, but also the ideology 

of competition between profit-oriented organizations—in this case the British Hudson 

Bay Company and American Northwest Company. Hudson Bay’s strategy of ”trapping-

out” beaver in the area—something the Indians would never consider doing—was to 

create a “buffer zone” meant to dissuade the competing Northwest Company from 

trapping in the region (48). In 1831, a Northwest Company man reported that there were 

“too few fur animals in the Snake country to justify further expeditions” (48). In this 

example, the resource-commodity discourse employed by white traders allowed them to 

treat beavers—seen by some Indians as “more-than-human” food-beings (again, Peña’s 

[2017] term)—as pure numbers and amounts of a commodity—the commodity in this 

case pelts. This treatment allows for the unhesitant slaughter of an entire population of 

beaver, and to the permanent transformation of an ecosystem. 
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With the examples of justifications based on race and enactment via fur-trapping 

exploitation, the settler state works with capitalism in a number of ways to eliminate 

indigenous people and life-ways from the landscape. Assimilation in education and 

subsistence characterizes a slightly different strategy within the same logic of 

elimination. Neatly incorporating indigenous people into American society as Western 

thinkers, farmers, and capitalists thereby eliminates their connection to the land, their 

subsistence life-way, and the disruption of settler fantasies of “discovery” that those 

things represent, allowing the settler colonial process to continue. Wenix Red Elk 

described to me (with difficulty) how her grandmother had her culture, and pride in her 

culture “beaten out of her,” in an assimilation boarding school. 

Our Grandma knew seven languages, and never taught us 
any of that. She could have had every single one of us 
language speakers, but she let it go—because of her 
experiences that she experienced. 
 

The linguistic and cultural knowledge lost in this time—“our grandma knew seven 

languages”—is profoundly linked to the Foods, harvesting places and strategies, and 

preparation methods. Elders of the Umatilla reservation recall their relatives being sent to 

“Cushman Indian school in Tacoma, Washington; Chemawa near Salem, Oregon; 

Sherman Institute in Riverside, California; Haskell Institute in Lawrence, Kansas; and 

Carlisle in Pennsylvania” (Pond & Hester 2006, 124). At these schools, children were 

exposed to deadly diseases (Little 2017), beaten, and denied communication with their 

families (Bear 2008), during this process of cultural genocide, as Red Elk describes 

above. The community impacts of assimilation schools are still being felt today. In Red 

Elk’s lifetime, she’s “seen two languages leave”—Walla Walla and Cayuse—alongside 

the loss of unfathomable cultural and ecological knowledge.  
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Enter: The State… 

In 1854-55, Isaac Stevens, the Governor of the newly formed territory of 

Washington and superintendent of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, set out to in a hurry to 

purchase land from the prominent Indian nations of the region, already weakened by 

disease and dependence, with the intention of building a railroad through that land to 

encourage white settlement in the new territory (Montgomery 2003, 48). In 1854 and 

1855 (“The Treaty Period”), this culminated in the first wave of treaties in the region, 

upon which headmen of the Nez Perce, Yakama, Cayuse, Walla Walla, Palouse, and 

Umatilla were obligated to sign away their land. External pressures such as the presale of 

still-Indian land by Stevens’ state33, and coercion techniques such as not allowing tribal 

leaders to speak their own language in negotiations34 left the chiefs with no choice but to 

sign35. But with pressure to speed up the process of land acquisition for the sake of the 

railroads, Governor Stevens made one concession that no tribe would do without: “the 

exclusive right of taking fish in the streams running through and bordering said 

reservation…and at all other usual and accustomed stations in common with citizens of 

the United States” and “the privilege of hunting, gathering roots and berries and pasturing 

                                                        
33  The state of Washington sold indigenous land to settlers before buying it from the tribes. The 

tribes knew this and knew that there would be war and likely genocide if they did not sign. In signing, they 
secured fishing, hunting and gathering rights (Roberta Conner, Public Lecture, Minthorn 64). During treaty 
negotiations, state officials had only wanted to give three reservations for all of the Columbia River Tribes, 
but the Cayuse people organized all of the warriors from all of the tribes to rise early and line the hillside to 
intimidate the whites and threaten war. Because of this, she says, the CTUIR reservation was allotted (Red 
Elk). 

34 According to Montgomery, the treaty tribes were only allowed to speak Chinook jargon, a 
pidgin trading language that mixed several Columbia River languages with English and French, in 
negotiations. This swindled tribal leaders because Chinook jargon lacked vocabulary but for fishing and 
trade (Montgomery 2003, 49). 

35 The tribal leaders’ decision to sign the treaty is generally viewed in a courageous and positive 
light by Columbia River tribal members—at least I have yet to hear a dissenting opinion. The state’s 
actions, on the other hand, are disparaged. 
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their stock on unclaimed lands in common with citizens” (Treaty of 1855). This passage 

is bar-none the most important legal referent for First Foods harvesting and access rights 

in the region, and has been upheld time after time in legal battles with the state and 

captialist industries as the supreme law of the land. 

Moving past but not forgetting industrial capitalism, another constituent element 

upholds the structure of settler colonialism: the state. Despite arguments that the structure 

of settler colonization may not necessitate the presence of a state (Wolfe 2006, 393), 

Kiepkewicz claims that the settler state is an “inherently colonial structure” (2017, 168). 

It is true that certain colonial acts are not sanctioned by some settler legal processes—in 

other words, are illegal—and thus cannot be read as direct products of the settler state. 

However, the settler state legal system somehow failed, and consistently fails indigenous 

nations with regard to such illegal acts, and just as often commits acts that retroactively 

appear equally violent and colonial in character.36 Throughout the history of colonization, 

the United States government has introduced assimilation programs and mandates on 

reservations—some of which continue today—to prod (or force) Indians into agrarian 

settlement as opposed to semi-nomadic subsistence. Pushing Indians out of their 

subsistence life-way constitutes assimilation because of the link posited in Chapter 2 

between political, religious, and subsistence systems in pre-colonial societies. The goal of 

assimilating by means destroying subsistence life-ways and food-ways of Columbia 

Basin Indians is implicit in almost all Indian-settler legal interactions. Even the Treaty of 

                                                        
36 The Indian Removal Act of 1830, although condemned by the supreme court on many 

occasions, was a state policy enacted by Andrew Jackson that justified colonizing acts such as the “Trail Of 
Tears,” in which thousands of Cherokees were killed and removed from their land (“Indian Treaties…”). 
Elimination was also legitimized by the state through unfair and coerced treaties. Audra Simpson’s 
description of the Oka crisis in Mohawk Interruptus (2014, 151) proves a more recent example involving 
the Canadian state.  



 

 
 

41 

1855 contains myriad examples, such as granting the president of the United States the 

right to,  

at his discretion, determine what proportion [of land 
payments] shall be expended for such objects as in his 
judgment will promote [the compensated tribes’] well- 
being, and advance them in civilization, for their moral 
improvement and education, for buildings, opening and 
fencing farms, breaking, land, purchasing teams, wagons, 
agricultural implements and seeds, for clothing, provision 
and tools, for medical purposes, providing mechanics and 
farmers, and for arms and ammunition. 
 

Even payments for unjustly settled and enclosed land are subject to the “discretion” of the 

settler state, and as is evident here, the euro-centric version of advancement “in 

civilization” and “moral improvement” is defined by many agricultural implements and 

infrastructures, hinting not-so-subtly the state’s desire for Indians to settle down and 

pursue agriculture and sedentary life. Examples of such clauses are rampant in legal 

language from this period, and will continue to surface throughout my thesis, as they 

persist in settler relations with Columbia Basin Indians through today. The settler state, as 

industrial capitalism, plays an intimate role in the diffusion of settler colonialism.  

As Robert J. Miller (2012) shows, Christian values inform the doctrines of 

“discovery” (Wolfe 1998) and “manifest destiny,” which are central motifs used to justify 

colonial actions. As Cronon demonstrates in Changes in the Land, land relation 

paradigms prescribed in the Bible were used directly as a colonial tool to defend 

enclosures and ownership claims of (non-agricultural) indigenous land,37 and the 

application of these Christian-origin land-relations was the principal cause of ecological 

change in the region since the arrival of whites (160). Another contingent of Christianity, 

                                                        
37 Cronon (1983) uses a biblical quote used in the Massachusetts court to justify settler claims to 

all but lands that are judged as already “subdued” (63) by indigenous people. 
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missionization, also has a profound affect in the region and is closely linked to settler 

colonialism.  

Missionaries played an enormous role in attempts to “civilize” Columbia Basin 

Indians. Bible verses such as Genesis: 1:28, “Be fruitful and multiply; fill the earth 

and subdue it; have dominion over the fish of the sea, over the birds of the air, and over 

every living thing that moves on the earth,” and Psalm 115, 16, “The highest heavens 

belong to the Lord, but the earth he has given to mankind,” defend Western concepts of 

ownership and “subduing” of the earth and its beings, which are at odds with indigenous 

modes of living on and with the land. The infamous Whitman Mission and others made 

attempts to indoctrinate Cayuse and Walla Walla people in the ways of agriculture and 

sedentary life, and they largely failed. In fact, various rebellions sprang up on Waiilatpu38 

and other missions in response. These rebellions testify to the resilience and centrality of 

the subsistence life-way, the violence of conversion techniques, and most importantly, the 

irreconcilability of settler-prescribed life-ways with the subsistence practices of the time. 

Eugene Hunn says, “uppermost in [the missionaries’] minds was the goal of transforming 

[the Indians’] nomadic charges into ‘civilized’ farmers…The Indians’ mobility was of 

great impediment to the missionaries’ efforts at schooling the Indian children in ‘civilized 

ways’ and in eradicating sinful practices…as spiritual shepherds they were intent on 

corralling their restless flock” (Hunn & Selam 1990, 39). Here the link between 

Christianity, the settler state, industrial capitalism, and the overlying structure of settler 

colonialism becomes clear. Christian ideologies and missionization seek to put an end to 

Indian subsistence practices, state policies seek to expand into Indian lands, and capitalist 

                                                        
38 The name of the mission run by Marcus and Narcissa Whitman from 1836 until its sudden and 

violent end in 1847. 
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land-relations allow for limitless growth and surplus. Each of these factors can act outside 

of the structure of settler colonialism, but in indigenous relations, they often don’t.    

 

“We used to gather celery there…and then nowadays we can’t, because of the whole 
different dichotomy and mindset of—I dunno—‘what’s mine is mine and what’s yours is 

mine’” –Thomas Morning Owl 

A Sinister Discourse 

Despite the legal rights secured in the 1855 Treaty, the progression of settlement 

and development in the Columbia Basin did not slow. In fact, settlers were pouring in at 

even higher numbers (Pond & Hester 2006), and Indian Foods were disappearing at an 

astounding rate. The disappearance of the Foods is directly due to the importation of a 

new discourse, that previewed in the early 19th century through fur trappers, but which 

has come to supplant discourses for every one of the Foods through related means.  

The theoretical link between settler expansion and elimination motifs and the 

domination and destruction of indigenous resources is by now clear, I hope. The specific 

Western markets and resource-commodity of which the unbounded exploitation led to the 

destruction of Indian food-ways are as follows. 1 & 2) Salmon itself as a resource, along 

with urban and rural development, power and navigation, were the specific discourses 

that came to supplant the First Food discourses of Water and Salmon, replacing them 

with a number of “resource-commodity” discourses. 3) For Deer, recreational hunting, as 

well as agriculture, grazing and (treated above) fur, has led to the change in discourse 

from more-than-human-being to resource-commodity, and the decimation of populations. 

4) Cous discourses and abundance has been diminished as a result of agriculture, real 

estate (private property), land development, and grazing. 5) Huckleberries are threatened 



 

 
 

44 

by increasingly commercial huckleberry harvests (Morning Owl; Harvey) and land 

development. According to many tribal members, Huckleberry harvests will soon need to 

be managed as a resource-commodity because of increased commercial popularity; also, 

huckleberry land has mostly been transformed into public forests or parks, in which 

recreation is the predominant discourse.  

Agricultural development in ceded territory have led to the direct displacement of 

every pre-colonial Food discourse besides Huckleberries, which often grow higher up in 

the mountains than wheat and onion cultivation or grazing could take place. In the 

lowlands and foothills, for-profit farms have caused the plowing, poisoning, and over-

grazing of root fields and food sources for Deer, the spread of invasive species, and the 

damming of rivers for irrigation and navigation. On the Umatilla reservation, for 

example, with late 19th century Allotment Acts,  

Approximately 100,000 acres of the Umatilla Indian 
Reservation were allotted to non-Indians. Approximately 
30,000 acres were put up for sale…By doing this, Indian 
culture, religion, tradition, leadership and government would 
be destroyed and the Indians would enter the American 
melting pot. Most of this allotted land was inevitably used 
for agriculture, specifically wheat and livestock…Along 
with the settlers came land ownership, fences, livestock, 
agriculture and new species of plants, some of which are 
now considered noxious weeds in the basin. As the Tribes 
began to take residence on the Umatilla Indian Reservation, 
the non-Indians were making the majority of decisions about 
the use and management of the land” (CTUIR 
Comprehensive Plan 2010, 33) 
 

This historical reading, from the CTUIR’s “Comprehensive Plan” for governing, 

discusses the “allotment” of lands—marked as wasteful because the were not “actually 

enclosed” (Treaty of 1855)—as direct transfer from communal living, hunting, and 

gathering lands, to privatized and enclosed, ‘livestock, agriculture,” timber, or sheep 
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industries: the principle culprit among them being wheat. The transformation of the land, 

too, marked changes in “Indian culture, religion,” and “tradition”—including the loss of 

harvesting and preparation knowledge and longhouse traditions—other elements of the 

pre-colonial Food discourse. This phenomenon of rapid transformation of Columbia 

Basin lands from commons to a collection of resource-commodities was not solely 

located on the Umatilla Reservation, however, but instead it was rampant throughout the 

ceded territories, “In 1896, Washington farmers produced 6 million bushels of wheat; in 

1905, they produced 25 million bushels, almost all of it coming from the Columbia 

plateau” (Kershner 2018). Comparable quantities of land were gobbled up and fenced off 

for grazing and occasionally for privately owned hunting ranches (Harvey). Enclosure of 

property for Western market value will be treated further in Chapter 4, and the Salmon 

discourse will be explored extensively in Chapter 5.  

The Deer discourse has been similarly treated in the region. Besides the earlier 

example of beavers and other small game being sought out and exploited as a resource-

commodity, big game has been exploited in different ways. In the region, mule deer 

populations remain relatively high, however white-tailed deer, elk, bighorn sheep, and 

especially moose and pronghorn antelope populations have suffered badly from Indian 

and white hunting and habitat destruction from urban development, grazing, and 

agriculture. Today, for example, Rocky Mountain elk populations in North America are 

about one tenth of what they were before white hunting arrived (Rocky Mountain Elk 

Foundation). The US government’s targeting of buffalo (not a staple food for Columbia 

Basin Indians but a supplemental one and the staple of many nearby and related groups) 
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as an elimination strategy has been extensively studied39. Moose are quite rare in the 

region,40 as are pronghorn antelope.41  In the case of deer, elk and bighorn sheep, 

although populations remain large enough for some hunting, other elements of the pre-

colonial discourse have been co-opted by Western resource-commodity discourses: 

recreation and “economic impact” as colonial use-value systems will be treated in 

Chapter 4.  

 Finally, a more recent discourse of resource-commodity exploitation has arisen in 

the Columbia Basin: Huckleberries. Elaine Harvey, Thomas Morning Owl, and Wenix 

Red Elk all corroborated that there are problems with commercial over-harvesting of 

huckleberries in popular historical Indian gathering lands. Morning Owl claims that, 

“we’re going to be into these opposing mindsets on the harvest of huckleberries.” Here he 

directly refers to the “commercialization of huckleberries…you see it in different places, 

they have huckleberry honey, huckleberry tea, huckleberry chocolates—huckleberry this, 

huckleberry that…” And not only have traditional gatherers made note of this new 

discourse of huckleberries in the region, but “we’re getting outnumbered,” says Harvey.  

The commercial pickers, yeah, we do explain to them. We 
try ourselves to go explain to them: ‘hey, we’re getting this 
as a Food and like a cultural subsistence resource. Some 
care, some don’t care, and some are like—have guns and are 
trying to scare us away…from our own food. And they’re 
pickin’—like us, like me, I would go for a weekend and say 
‘hey, nine gallons is good enough for us, and that would be 
–you know, you’d plan it out for a year. And we’re not 
selling, we’re pickin’ just for Food. And for longhouse. But 

                                                        
39 See White, Richard, The Roots of Dependency (1988). 
40 Moose populations hover around 3,000 in Washington State (mostly in northeastern counties), 

and occasional special hunting permits are granted, but struggling populations keep regular hunting seasons 
exceptionally rare (“Moose…” 2018). 

41 “In less than 100 years…intensive market hunting” decimated pronghorn antelope numbers in 
Washington State. There have been many reintroduction efforts, but none have had notable success 
(Schemnitz 1994, 72; “Pronghorn Antelope…”). 
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these people are picking 50 gallons, they’re bringing busses. 
They’re ruining the grounds because they’re campin’ 
everywhere. 
 

This template of the supplanting of a resource-commodity discourse over an Indian Food, 

having it become desirable (i.e. “huckleberry tea, huckleberry chocolates…”), and 

subsequently dominate and expel other indigenous discourses (like Harvey’s, of 

subsistence and ceremonial—“we’re just pickin for Food. And for longhouse…”), is only 

missing one step—the rapid realization that the resource is threatened and the response to 

manage it. Morning Owl is afraid that it will be managed as a commercial product as 

opposed to a First Food, and “native concerns are gonna be put on the back-burner for 

that, and then we’re gonna be losin’ out again!” (Morning Owl). 

 

As Days Go By 

The enumerated sources of colonial domination and exploitation of Indian Foods 

represent just a few examples of the centrality of Food in the processes driven by the 

structures of settler colonialism and industrial capitalism. These insipient structures both 

purposefully and incidentally targeted Food discourses as catalysts to the domination and 

elimination of indigenous people in the Columbia Basin. In the following chapter, I will 

demonstrate how the contemporary First Foods movement directly resists those structures 

in a decolonial fashion. But first, a treatment of more recent history with regards to 

continued modernization and the birth of the First Foods discourse. 

Multiple sources (i.e. Morning Owl; Tovey Jr. et al. 2006, 198) cite the late 1964 

War on Poverty programs brought by President Lindon B. Johnson as a decisive change 

for tribal government and lifeways. In the latter half of the 20th century, the CTUIR and 
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other tribal nations became redefined by their search for “sovereignty,” then “self-

determination” (Tovey Jr. et al. 2006, 198). But as I will explore in subsequent sections, 

even with increased sovereignty, cultural and ecological knowledge continues to be lost 

as a side-product of accepting Western management and governance styles. This complex 

and entangled setting is the birthplace of the First Foods movement. 
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CHAPTER 4: A Decolonial Resistance, Today’s First Foods 

  
 
 
“I know it’s like we’re supposed to be all civilized and everything. But that’s part of us: 
the food, the water, the land, the air. Everything, It’s part of us. And I don’t think we’re 

gonna ever be one hundred percent civilized. And people don’t understand that, that 
piece of land, it has a history, it’s not... I mean, yeah, people can just come and buy piece 

of land and sell it, that’s all they do, right?—real estate. But to us, you know, there’s a 
whole different meaning. It is, and people don’t understand.”  

–Elaine Harvey 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 

 

 

Figure 5. 
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 Only with the definition of two prior discourses, that of pre-colonial foods, and of 

commoditized resources, does a fuller understanding of today’s First Foods discourse 

emerge. Today’s First Foods attempts to estimate in certain ways the discourse of pre-

colonial foods, and at the same time to respond to the oppressive powers exhibited in the 

past and present structures of settler colonialism and industrial capitalism. As seen above, 

with the arrival of white settlers in the Columbia Plateau (and in the Americas), the pre-

colonial discourse of foods was supplanted and displaced by a European discourse, in 

which the foods were commoditized as “natural resources.” The third discourse, which I 

will discuss in this chapter, is one of resurgence and revitalization of what remains of the 

pre-colonial discourse, but also one of response and resistance to what came to supplant 

it. This process, which relates to both the indigenous discourse and the European 

discourse (As I have shown, each of these discourses is not “pure” but extremely 

complex and intertextual), is decolonial in character.  

 

What is Decolonization? 

 Quite literally, “decolonization brings about the repatriation of Indigenous land 

and life” (Tuck & Yang 2012, 1). Implicit in Tuck & Yang’s definition is the concept that 

Indigenous “land and life” have been and continues to be taken from them unjustly 

through the structures known as settler colonialism. In my own words, and how it applies 

to my thesis,  

decolonization is a project to respond to the historical and 
actual processes of colonization in a manner that prioritizes 
the continuity or revival of pre-contact lifeways and land 
relations.  
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First Foods is such a project. The prioritization of health as a response to capitalist 

missions of food dependence, the work of restoring ecosystems in the face of destructive 

industrial expansion, the mission of cultural and spiritual revival in response to 

commoditization of pre-colonial foods, and the use of repatriated land as a result of First 

Foods-oriented resource management all justify the application of decolonization to the 

First Foods movement.  

 

“We’ve begun to get into a…portion of our lives now where we’re…seeing how 

the traditional foods, or traditional ways of life were way much healthier than we are 

today. So that was what brought the Food of the day to us as a concept and guiding 

principle known as First Foods”. –Thomas Morning Owl 

Health 

 In the previous chapter, I explored briefly a popular reading among CTUIR tribal 

members that the entrance of commodities and rations to the Columbia Plateau Indians 

was, rather than an objective humanitarian aid to a poor and suffering people, a strategic 

move to garner dependence on capitalistic and commoditized sources of food, thus 

bringing a mostly self-sustained people into the western capitalist food market and 

creating consumers. This reading, with which Thomas Morning Owl rhetorically aligns 

himself, sets up state-provided commodities and rations (War On Poverty commodities 

program) as colonial foods, so as to later claim that the food system introduced by white 

traders and markets is unhealthy as opposed to the healthy model of First Foods.  

What brought it on was basically the change of diet, health, 
over-grazing and over-harvest in a lot of different areas, as 
it affected our people as a community. A lot of the symptoms 
that were first apparent—sets of symptoms that something 
was going wrong—is basically our health…whether it be 
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from diabetes, overweight, a number of different types of 
manifestations of poor diet. Because we didn't have the 
system that we do now… (Morning Owl) 
 

Morning Owl in this way reads First Foods—the transition from mere Foods to First 

Foods—as a direct response to the changes brought by settler colonialism. Health is in 

this reading a symptom or manifestation of a much larger issue that is the destruction of a 

discourse as a whole. Indigenous bodies here become the site of decolonization, in 

Morning Owl’s rhetoric, as repatriating land and life-ways in relation to First Foods is an 

act of refusing Western capitalist food sources (unhealthy) in favor of pre-colonial 

indigenous Foods (healthy). 

For further grounding of this argument, the issue of health among North 

American indigenous populations has been extensively studied. Illness and death from 

alcohol and drug-related causes are more than three times as common in American 

Indians as the average of all other demographics in the United States (Indian Health 

Services 2017). Diabetes is also more than three times as common. Wenix Red Elk 

expands on her personal understanding of health as it relates to natural foods, showing 

how community and individual health overlap in many ways. “Everything is so toxic 

now,” she says, later explaining that “I can eat anything from nature and it doesn’t ever 

bother me—and I’m so allergic to things right now!” She again aligns processed foods 

bought in the supermarket—“Tropicana juice,” for example—with poor health. First 

Foods, including harvest and interaction practices that any community members engage 

in, treaty rights, and abundance of the food-beings themselves, is necessary to improve 

tribal health in the face of dependency on Western food sources and the poor health that it 

brings.  
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First Foods, how is that gonna help with diabetes? It helps 
because when you’re out practicing or walking the 
mountains to go hunt, you’re physically active, you’re active 
in your mind, and you have to be in a good place—you’re 
connected. And you know, when you’re walking on the land, 
and you’re out, and you’re crazier ‘n hell, sometimes just 
getting out and thinking and doing something to stay busy, 
that is wellness. So by using our culture to help promote 
wellness, promote a healthy body. 
 

Here, Red Elk hints that the poor health brought on by the loss of the Foods is not 

only due to diet, but to day-to-day activities and habits as well. The activity of 

harvesting and interacting with the Foods is defined as “wellness,” and thus less 

active lifestyles that comes with easily accessible (and unhealthy) foods are set up 

as colonial and unhealthy. Thomas Morning Owl expands,  

If we were able to get out we would be much more healthy 
as a nation than we are today. So easy to sit here all day 
behind this thing [his computer] and go home tired—What 
from?! Rather than digging, tanning hides, breaking horses, 
fishing, hunting, processing the Foods. 
 

 Morning Owl and Red Elk show here that the diet and life-way of pre-colonial 

food practices are far more healthy than the practices imported from Western 

settler systems. The First Foods here is not only a set of foods and practices, but a 

grander discourse—and one that actively opposes the structure of settler 

colonialism.  
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There is a tendency by some but not all in state and and federal government 
Natural Resource departments, to look at wild salmon populations as something 
that… they value it but not in exactly the same way…an acceptable outcome is to 
have a small but very genetically pure group of salmon that just barely hangs on 

a resource that you can have, maintain, look at, but that’s not abundant enough to 
utilize…  

–Stuart Ellis, CRITFC 

Environmental Restoration 

 As I hope becomes clear in my account of colonial history in Chapter 3, the 

disappearance and inaccessibility of formerly abundant and accessible foods has been 

primarily a result of settler colonial structures, including capitalist expansion, urban 

industrial development, and Christian-origin domestication ideology. So as these themes 

are all complicit in the settler colonial structure, any response to this environmental 

degradation can be read as resistance to certain aspects of settler colonialism. However, 

the specific mentality and strategy that First Foods emphasizes, and the particular 

“resources” or ecosystems that First Foods prioritizes position this movement as a 

decolonial one, working towards the revitalization of specifically indigenous foodways 

and food-beings.  

“They don’t realize what’s there…people are killing off the roots, ‘cause they 

don’t know what they are. They think they’re weeds,” Elaine Harvey says in frustration 

about the disappearance of the once-bountiful root fields in the hills near her home in 

Klickitat County. In Chapter 3, I demonstrated how the introduction of Western 

discourses of deer, salmon, huckleberries, livestock, and wheat, are contributing to the 

degradation of habitat for all of the First Foods, in particular those under the headings 

Salmon, Deer, and Cous. In this section, I will explore the ways that First Foods policies 
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for the management of these resources can be read as decolonizing, especially in contrast 

to state and federal government management.  

At the core of the concept of conservation are utilitarian ideas about use and 

value. I argue that use that state and federal agencies often employ to conserve their 

natural resources for navigation, sale, and recreation is distinct from the life-way defining 

value of the First Foods to Tribal members in the region; also that the Western scientific 

method of resource management isolates beings by species, as opposed to the holistic—

managing the ecosystem as a whole—management policies that First Foods brings. Stuart 

Ellis, a non-Indian fisheries manager for CRITFC, above noted how the Western 

understanding of the value of salmon guides their management policies. Ellis goes on,  

Look at desert pupfish in Death Valley: the focus of 
maintaining these fish is that we want to maintain the water 
holes, to keep them as a static group of fish. Not gonna do 
anything besides let people sometimes go look at ‘em. Put 
up a fence; let people look at them from afar. There are just 
a couple, and they’re not working hard to have a whole lot 
more, just making sure they don’t disappear completely. 
There’s a number of people in state and federal government 
that have a focus like that—‘as long as we have a genetically 
pure run of steelhead in the Hood River, it’s okay if it’s only 
200 fish…’ (Stuart Ellis, pers. comm., 16 Feb. 2018; 22 Feb, 
2018). 
 

Desert Pupfish at Devil’s Hole, CA, are a supreme example of this “preservation” 

conservation strategy that often defines federal management policy. Stated on the 

National Park Service web page is this: “One of the identified goals of the recovery plan 

was to maintain the aquifer at such levels that the population fluctuates from 300 in 

winter to 700-900 in late summer” (NPS 2017); just enough population for scientists and 

tourists to observe the species (from behind a fence [NPS 2017]) but not large enough for 
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much anything else. Although “environmentalist” and “conservationist”42 efforts with 

Western origins represent a “double movement” (Polanyi 2001) against the progression 

of industrial development and habitat destruction, it is not decolonizing in the same way 

as First Foods strategies are, as the justification and management of the resource 

prioritizes a recreational and scientific use value. That management strategy is different, 

and often opposes the management discourse of American Indian nations. The issue of 

conservation and propagation of species is much more complicated than a polarized 

“Western” versus “Indigenous” mode of management, as both approaches, because of the 

history of habitat destruction in the region, are incredibly entangled and flawed. In 

Chapter 5, I delve into the specific issue of hatchery and wild salmon advocates, further 

nuancing the two approaches to bringing back a decimated Food.  

 The First Foods management and restoration strategy also reaches past the 

economic resource use of individual species, to look at the ecosystem as a whole. The 

existence of a lamprey and mussel conservation and restoration project shows that their 

strategies seek restoration of species that are historically valued as First Foods food-

beings—not just to eat, but incorporated in the grander discourse as well. Alexa Maine, a 

non-tribal member biologist working on the CTUIR mussel and lamprey restoration 

project, seeks mussel and lamprey “propagation with the purpose of restoring population 

on ceded territory, particularly for the Tribes.” Lamprey and Mussels are both listed as 

First Foods under the heading Salmon, and Maine says, “Mussels really have no meaning 

                                                        
42 The flaws of state conservation methods that exclusively define the value of natural spaces in 

terms of their relations to anthropocentric ideas of “use” as recreation and sale have been discussed in 
“Western-origin” postmodern philosophical and political texts, but these remain fringe ideas, and hardly 
ever actually applied in resource management practices. Some examples include Henry David Thoreau’s 
Walden (1854), Aldo Leopold’s “Land Ethic” (A Sand County Almanac [1987]), etc. this could be better. 
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to anyone besides tribal members—that’s why we’re the only mussel conservation 

project.” The Yakama Nation also has a Lamprey and Sturgeon restoration project 

(Maine), demonstrating that First Foods brings a management and conservation 

perspective unique from state and federal versions, because of a link to pre-colonial 

Foods. 

 In Oregon and Washington, state management of deer and other game is quite 

different from state and federal salmon management, but still opposed to indigenous First 

Foods management in many important ways. For the states, factors that lead to policy 

changes are mostly due to recreational hunting, and sections on “economic value” and 

“economic impact” are focused on the amount that hunters pay for permits and 

equipment used in a hunt. In other words, the state management policy treats deer hunting 

predominately as a recreational activity; the only further import is money that hunters are 

willing to pay for their recreation (ODFW Mule Deer 2015; ODFW Elk 2015; WDFG 

2010)43. However, due to the more complex and central discourse that many indigenous 

people have with regard to hunting, the First Foods management strategy is very 

different. Deer (the category) have a place at all longhouse celebrations, and subsistence 

and ceremonial hunting occurs in and out of state-regulated seasons (CTUIR Treaty 

Hunting Seasons and Regulations 2017). Management of Foods following the First Foods 

discourse more closely follows an understanding that the Foods are Devon G. Peña’s 

“more than-human-beings”, than the commoditized “less-than”44 versions imported by 

                                                        
43 Of course, money is not the only value that exists for white policy-makers and hunters—many 

have emotional connections to animals and places, and the activity of hunting—however, the trend in state 
management of the resources (actual policy) is a tendency to justify and enact policies based primarily on 
economic concerns.  

44 To reference a foundational concept of Western thought, the “Great Chain of Being” puts God, 
Angels, and then humans above all animals, plants, fire and stones. Compare this with the Sahaptin reading 
that the Foods, out of pity for humans, gave their bodies to feed them. 
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whites, and further indicates a relationship between tribal members and their Foods that 

goes beyond numbers on paper and money in hand.  

Although state deer and elk management does recognize ecological relationships 

between species (i.e. predator & prey relationships) and sometimes implements them into 

management policies, the First Foods policy tries to manage principally in accordance 

with those ecological relationships. Alexa Maine demonstrates the difference between 

Western science and indigenous ecological knowledge practices as she describes Indian 

discourses and management practices as “rooted in place,” as opposed to her own 

personal “activism” as a scientist being spiritually and politically “tied to mussels as an 

organism.” The First Foods motif of connection to the natural world is rooted in the 

specific ecosystem in which their Foods came to be, as opposed to the species-focused 

motif of scientists like Maine, which extracts species from their ecological context. The 

tendency of Western resource management and scientific processes to mistakenly 

decontextualize species and their management processes—in other words, not account for 

the complex interaction between every aspect of the ecosystem to sustain itself—is also 

visible in the application of rotenone in Tributaries of the Columbia to kill off invasive 

bass (Maine 2017, presentation notes). Using interviews with Tribal members who 

historically harvested lamprey in the North and South forks of the Walla Walla River and 

the Umatilla River, Maine shows how rotenone treatments—in the mid 1960s and again 

in the mid 1970s—led to the diminishment of harvestable lamprey. “Virgil Bronson, 

CTUIR enrollee, stated that ‘after the second treatment in 1974, the south bank of the 

Umatilla River near Cayuse, Oregon had thousands upon thousands of dead eels45 about 

                                                        
45 Lamprey are not actually eels, but are often referred to as such for convenience (Hunn & Selam 

1990). 
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8” to 10” long” (Maine 2017, presentation notes). The incidental killing of “thousands 

upon thousands” of lamprey as a side-product of salmon conservation strategies is quite 

shocking. It is, however, typical of state wildlife management strategies, as it furthers the 

success of one species—or set of species (salmon)—at the expense of harming other 

elements of the ecosystem as a whole (Ellis, Maine). 

 To end this section, the “holistic” management practices of the CTUIR’s First 

Foods project have seen success in many ways. Wenix Red Elk states that within the 

DNR’s First Foods policy,  

Every program has to say how they’re gonna affect all the 
different First Foods…[Say] they work at fisheries. They’re 
not just thinking fisheries; they have to think of how they 
support all those Foods. 
 

The management of all of the First Foods together works to avoid such issues that came 

up in the 60s and 70s rotenone poisonings. Not only does it avoid disaster, though, it has 

also had serious positive impacts on other Foods as well.   

Once a project starts they have to say, okay, we’re gonna 
bring salmon back, BUT… if we’re bringing salmon back 
we’re gonna clean the water, we’re gonna also plant back 
chokecherries—which is a First Food—we’re gonna plant 
all these different foods, and that’s gonna help support the 
Deer… and so on… 
 

One tangible example of Red Elk’s concept is the Umatilla Basin Salmon Recovery 

Project, funded by the BPA for mitigation of salmon death at dams, which put aside 

“CTUIR mitigation lands” (CTUIR Treaty Hunting Seasons and Regulations 2017) to 

restore the stream and allow for regrowth of riparian vegetation and cooler water 

temperatures. The Rainwater Wildlife area “was established in 1998 by the CTUIR…as 
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partial mitigation for habitat losses associated with the John Day and McNary 

hydroelectric facilities” (Childs 2012, 1). Morning Owl describes it thusly: 

The Umatilla Basin project, which restored salmon runs into 
the Umatilla—well, we’re doing the second prong of that 
work, going into the Walla Walla basin. And that was part 
of it, was to rehabilitate and do watershed protection. It’s 
um…we didn’t buy it as a ‘safari land’ for our tribal hunters 
at all, no. That’s just one of the things that has come about is 
the harvesting of the natural resources that are there. 
 

Although the project is funded specifically as salmon mitigation, due to the First Foods 

structure of the Department of Natural Resources, projects to ensure the rehabilitation of 

native plants and animals to the Wildlife Area have been just as active (Childs 2012, 16). 

Whether it simply “has come about” or it was purposefully intended as such, the 

Rainwater preserve now contains not only Salmon, but also a number of other First Foods 

including Deer (elk, mule deer, and white-tailed deer [Childs 2012, 10]) and Cous.  

 

Land 

 According to Tuck & Yang, the ultimate goal of decolonization is “the 

repatriation of indigenous land and life.” In Chapter 3, I showed the ways in which State 

governmental agencies have worked to eliminate indigenous people from their ancestral 

homelands and sequentially enclose and take ownership of it. Columbia Plateau 

indigenous people respond to this colonial project via First Foods in two distinct manners 

that represent decolonization: 1) by buying or otherwise gaining ownership of stolen 

lands as a part of conservation and restoration projects, and 2) by enacting 1855-treaty-

secured rights to fish, hunt, and gather roots and berries in traditional lands.  
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 The Rainwater Wildlife Area is an example of decolonial repatriation of land for 

the Foods. Although it is a relatively small chunk of land (only 8,678 acres [Childs 2012, 

1] in the midst of 6.4 million acres of ceded territories [CTUIR]), the manner in which it 

has been restored favors the prevalence of First Foods, and allows for the common (not 

commoditized, enclosed, or otherwise privatized) use of the land according to CTUIR 

regulations. The only other clear example of direct repatriation is Wanaket Wildlife Area, 

which is mostly bird habitat and hunting, and was also created as mitigation for McNary 

dam (“Wanaket Wildlife Area…”).  

  As cited in Chapter 3, the 1855 Treaty secures for Columbia Basin Indians the 

right to fish, hunt, and gather in their traditional territories. While in isolation that clause 

sounds simple enough, I have shown that habitat destruction by settler development, and 

other legal, economic, and physical barriers to Indian use of Treaty rights, were quite 

effective in quelling the discourse and practice of pre-colonial Foods. Clauses such as one 

that grants American citizens “the right to enter upon and occupy as settlers any lands not 

actually enclosed by said Indians” (Treaty of 1855) served as legal justifications for 

settler expansion and Indian exclusion in the treaty. This language of “not actually 

enclosed,” as William Cronon also demonstrates in Changes in the Land, marks a 

complete disconnect between settler conceptions of land and resource “ownership”—

having to do principally with use and subjugation—and Indian ideas of relationships and 

intrinsic value of land and Food-beings.  

 White settlers and institutions continue to develop and expand their reach, but 

despite their efforts, Indian gathering, fishing, and hunting continues to take place on 

ceded lands. I argue that the act of exercising treaty rights on ceded land that is constantly 



 

 
 

62 

at risk of being enclosed, overharvested, settled, and developed—in other words Indian 

access could be cut short at any point—is decolonial in that it is constitutes direct 

resistance to the domination of settler colonial food discourses and represents the 

continuation of pre-colonial ones. Continuing to harvest First Foods in any capacity 

resists the impending prospect that Western foods, food-ways, and land usage is the only 

available discourse in the region; not only by remembering the knowledge and practices 

of past generations, but by materially feeding people, and remembering that this land 

once fed all the people.  

 I argue that material interaction with the land and harvesting of the Foods can 

indirectly prevent settler and capitalist expansion and exploitation. Another legal act by 

the United States, the Umatilla Allotment Act of 1885, took reservation lands against the 

will of Tribal members, and enclosed them into allotments decided by the US 

government, according to the state’s needs and the needs of the surrounding white urban 

centers (Pond & Hester 2006, 104). In many ways, increasing the visibility of First Food 

gathering practices can demonstrate to the non-Indian community the Treaty rights of the 

Tribes in the region, and thus enable the continued exercise of treaty rights and the 

opening of new territories to gathering. Elaine Harvey and Thomas Morning Owl both 

said that “people [who] don’t understand” (Harvey), “younger generations that are not 

like—you know, their parents” (Harvey), and “changing of ownership and attitudes” 

(Morning Owl) have all led to an extreme loss of access to traditional gathering lands.  

“I can say that nobody [understands] here in this county, for real,” says Harvey in 

frustration at the mistreatment and mismanagement of natural resources in Klickitat 

County, “we have a deep connection to this place.” This sacred connection to the land 
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and place has caused some tangible disruptions to the progression of the rolling machine 

of industrial capitalism and colonization. Recently, Nestlé made offers to operate a 

factory in the county. 

The greedy people of Goldendale, the guys who own 
multiple companies, and have say within city council, and 
county commissioners, yeah they’re bringing in Nestlé—
‘cause they’re gonna benefit from Nestle.  
 

Goldendale had a record showing at a dramatic city hall meeting regarding the prospect 

of a Nestlé factory, but after proposing a feasibility study, the Goldendale city council 

“didn’t want legal battles with the tribe, yeah, that’s what it boiled down to, really…the 

water that they were gonna take is from that mountain there and that’s our sacred 

mountain,” says Harvey. In this case, active use and implied connection that Yakama 

Indians have with Water and all it brings was visible enough to the city council to, at least 

temporarily, shut down planning for a further disruption and exploitation in the region, in 

which capitalist discourses would be applied to water and supplant what remains of the 

First Foods discourse. 

Another example where exercising treaty rights and being seen doing so can 

further the availability of traditional gathering lands appears in cases of new generations 

or new landowners denying the entry of traditional gatherers. “A lot of the lands that we 

used to go dig roots on…everything’s being locked up” (Morning Owl). Indians that go 

into these areas to dig roots are confronted with “fences…no trespassing signs, cameras, 

and everything else like that…it really does impact the ability to go gather those foods—

the roots especially.” “The corporate farms come in and it’s just ‘policy, policy, 

policy’…” In some cases, Indians have pre-emptively begun discussions with landowners 
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to explain their treaty rights and traditional gathering rights. Harvey recounts a disturbing 

story:  

I was diggin last spring just about 10 miles from here and 
these people…this guy had a—it’s like his hunting ranch. So 
he’ll have a trailer there, and he’ll only use it—like he only 
goes there maybe like five times a year…And him and his 
wife said, ‘yeah you can dig here.’ So I was diggin’, me and 
my kids. And then this lady comes up on a ATV and she’s 
trying to chase me out—I guess it’s a neighbor. But I wasn’t 
on her land I was on his. And she was just chasing me out 
and like, cussing me out and wanted to chase me out and I 
was like ‘okay, I’m leavin’. Because to us when we gather 
food, we can’t be mad, we can’t be angry. We have to have 
a good attitude and everything about us, ‘cause it’s a food, 
and you’re feedin’ people the food. So you can’t be, and so 
I just like left…that guy came out and said, ‘no she’s okay, 
I gave her permission’ and then that lady was on the atv 
being rude and obnoxious and everything and I was like, 
‘okay, we’re leavin’, I’m never gonna come back again.’ 
 

Harvey’s story is not only sad and disturbing, but it points to a larger lack of visibility 

and acknowledgment of Indian foodways in the region. Although much of this attitude is 

probably in part fueled by negative stereotypes, continuing to harvest foods and realize 

their discourse can increase accustomedness and comfort with Indian treaty rights and 

harvesting practices. Accustoming whites to this discourse may avoid surprised and angry 

reactions in the future.  
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“The main goal is to bring the food sources back to the longhouse…” 
-Wenix Red Elk 

“Culture” and “Religion” 

 Besides those already analyzed, another major distinguishing factor of the First 

Foods discourse from Western discourses is the emphasis on nonmaterial aspects of the 

Foods. First Foods incorporates a revitalization of cultural, linguistic, political, and 

spiritual practices, which, as explored in the chapter on “pre-colonial foods,” can hardly 

be pigeonholed as such, but that represented central elements of the discourse of the time. 

The contemporary First Foods discourse seeks to revitalize the nonmaterial elements of 

the pre-colonial discourse as a decolonial strategy, resisting the commoditizing discourse 

brought by white settlers. As demonstrated in the previous chapter, the early processes of 

colonization and capitalist expansion in the Columbia Basin saw the suppression of a 

discourse of tamanwit and ceremonies dedicated to the foods, in place of a 

commoditized, “natural resources” discourse, based on individual profit, enclosure and 

domestication of land, and prioritization of capital.  

One example of the First Foods perspective’s denial of commoditized and 

capitalist food relations is this flyer advertising a lamprey distribution event for CTUIR 

members. Lamprey is a fish, not generally seen as very charismatic (especially to whites), 

whose life cycle is closely intertwined with that of salmon. In fact, juvenile lamprey use 

their suction mouth-parts to attach to salmon as they travel out to sea (Maine 2017). 

Lamprey populations have suffered from the same processes of environmental 

degradation as salmon have, and although they did not play the central role in subsistence 
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and ritual cycles that salmon did in pre-colonial times, they were (and are) dried, smoked, 

eaten fresh, and they had (and have46) ritual importance to Columbia Basin peoples. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: A flyer shared with tribal members on paper, via email and on the CTUIR’s Fisheries web 
page.  
 

Focus your attention on the bold text at the bottom: “Lamprey are not to be sold.” This 

event is a distribution of lamprey to tribal members by the CTUIR, and in order to 

maintain this as a distribution of First Foods, rather than a capitalistic transaction, it is 

made clear that this is a process of distribution and reciprocity of the tribe, as opposed to 

                                                        
46 Lamprey was served at the CTUIR’s First Root Feast, which I attended in April 2018. Umatilla 

Indians continue to thank, celebrate, and eat lamprey in their longhouse ceremonies.   
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a for-profit sale event. The disclaimer that First Foods “are not to be sold” is common for 

events like these, officially sponsored by CTUIR Fisheries (“Subsistence Fish Handout”).  

 Today’s First Foods is characterized not only by its denial of Western food-

relations, however. It also includes a movement of revitalization of tamanwit, and 

longhouse ceremonies dedicated to the foods. Despite immense pressure from colonial 

institutions, First Foods ceremonies and celebrations have never completely ceased 

among Columbia Basin indigenous people. Throughout the harshest periods of the 19th 

and 20th centuries, the First Salmon was still ceremonially eaten before fishing could 

begin, and roots were thanked ritually before digging (xnit) could begin (Harvey; 

Morning Owl). They never completely ceased, but certain aspects have fallen out in 

community ceremonies, because of inaccessibility of Food-beings and of knowledge. In 

recent times, there has been a spike in visibility and publicity of these traditions, partially 

due to changing mainstream political and cultural tides that are coming to view 

indigenous people and life-ways in a more positive light, and our own Western ones in a 

more critical light. And alongside increased comfort with Tribal rights, has come a 

revitalization of longhouse ceremonies. Longhouses throughout the Columbia Basin have 

felt the pangs of certain Foods made inaccessible by settler colonial structures for the past 

150 years, and they continue to work to reincorporate those elements in their seasonal 

cycles.  

 Wenix Red Elk describes the CTUIR longhouse’s striving “to restore the bighorn 

sheep,” so that “sometimes you might see that on the table.” Buffalo, also, which was 

never a staple Food for Columbia Basin people (Hunn & Selam 1990), but was an 

occasional guest on the longhouse table has been recently brought to the longhouse. The 
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biggest project that CTUIR has worked towards, is the restoration of “women’s foods,” 

especially those designated under Cous: the roots. She is excited about a new initiative 

called “First Foods Excursions” that she will be leading. Red Elk will “do a call out to the 

community” to recruit people to come to a new area that has had limited access in the 

past, but “that we have been restoring for the past five years. And we’re gonna educate 

you about this, we’re gonna tell you about the great work we’re doing to restore this, and 

you’re gonna get to harvest in that area.” The CTUIR participated with Horizon Wind 

(now called EDPR Renewables) on the development of the Rattlesnake Road Wind Farm 

(CTUIR Quick Facts 2014), which resulted in renewed access to land where “we couldn’t 

even go hunt on there” (Red Elk) until the process of negotiations that the DNR has 

undertaken the past five years.  

 The harvesting of these Foods is in some cases primarily as a supplement to 

longhouse ceremonies and as a mode of resistance to the colonial powers, as their 

abundance could not support regular subsistence harvest, at least enough to consistently 

support a people as they did for thousands of years prior to white settlement. “We don’t 

go out and get camas right now and we haven’t for about forty years, because the 

resource isn’t sustainable enough. And now, there’s enough of it there now that we can 

go out and do it, but we’ve lost the knowledge,” says Red Elk. Decolonization is as much 

a process of denying settler colonial oppression as it is of rebuilding. The knowledge 

base needed to harvest and prepare camas (which is very extensive47), in this case, has 

gone as the Food-being and access to it has dwindled, but “we’ve been really looking at 

                                                        
47 Red Elk only hints at some of the processes involved in harvesting and preparing camas, as she 

is not proficient in it, but the process is intricate enough as to require multiple days, only at certain times of 
day, leaching out toxins etc. (see Hunn & Selam 1990, 209). 
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maybe trying to work with the Nez Perce, to bring in knowledge-holders…we have 

people that used to do it a long time ago but it’s been a while” (Red Elk). The First Foods 

movement seeks out that knowledge to revitalize pre-colonial traditions: “we might have 

a knowledge that another tribe don’t have and it’s our responsibility to help bring that 

back,” finishes Red Elk.  

So with long term goals driven principally by Treaty rights (Red Elk, Morning 

Owl), the exercising of treaty-promised and Supreme Court-secured (see Boldt decision, 

Orrick decision, Culvert case, in Chapter 5) fishing, hunting, and gathering rights is vital 

to the movement. Acosia Red Elk, Wenix’ sister, a yoga instructor and traditional dancer, 

says that Indians not only need people going off to college, but also people “that spend 

their entire lives out on our land,” because if those treaty rights go un-exercised, the 

nonmaterial discursive elements, such as traditional harvesting knowledge, and 

longhouse preparation and ceremony, can easily be forgotten. It follows that the 

exercising of those very rights, as Red Elk describes, is an act of remembering, and thus 

of reclaiming. 

 

“We’re too busy being brown white people than really looking into our own hearts and 
knowing what is important—what should be important to us as a tribe.” 

-Thomas Morning Owl 
 

Recognition & Refusal (Entanglement) 

Although with an elementary definition of decolonization it is not difficult to 

conceptualize First Foods as a decolonial project, to create a more nuanced and realistic 

picture of First Foods in its present manifestation as it stands in relation to 

decolonization, further theoretical grounding is required.  
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Recently, decolonization has been further problematized as a result of projects 

seeking to nuance the structure of settler colonialism. Two of the most important 

developments in decolonization theory are the concept of colonial entanglement and the 

paradigms of recognition and refusal. Jean Dennison (2012) traces the constitution-

making process of the Osage nation, and demonstrates that, due to the historical and 

actual domination of the settler state and other colonial players in nation and identity-

building, “constitution writing is a deeply entangled process, particularly in this colonial 

moment” (Dennison 2012, 9). The ubiquity of such entanglement is in many ways due to 

the constituent relationship of capitalist, Christian, and government (state) structures with 

settler colonialism, and the concept of entanglement has implications beyond indigenous 

nation and identity-building.  

Dennison shows that due to colonial history throughout most of North America, it 

is almost impossible to find an identity, action, or political stance that is entirely devoid 

of colonial entanglement. With that in mind, scholars have identified two manners in 

which decolonial actors have dealt with their entanglement—signified by recognition and 

refusal. In short, recognition is characterized by cooperation with and subjugation by 

settler colonial structures; movements that seek sovereignty and power by working 

through or within capitalist markets and state policies constitute recognition movements. 

Refusal is characterized by a denial of authority to the settler colonial structure and its 

constituent structures; actions and policies that refuse the authority, gaze, and/or structure 

of settler institutions are refusal. When explored within those frameworks, a much more 

nuanced understanding of First Foods surfaces. The sacrifice of lifeway and with it 

language and certain cultural knowledge in exchange for augmented sovereignty and self-
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determination, choosing between cooperation and refusal to acknowledge the state and 

other colonial interests in dealings with the First Foods, and finally, the preference for 

science or “traditional ecological knowledge” in the realm of resource management, all 

mark points of tension in the First Foods movement between trends toward recognition 

and those towards refusal.  

 

Development 

 To further complicate decolonization, in many cases the choice between 

recognition and refusal is not so much a choice as it is a compromise-or-death matter. 

When President Johnson’s War on Poverty programs reached the Tribes in 1965, times 

were economically and politically dire for indigenous people in the Columbia Basin; 

namely, the Umatilla River was too dry for salmon, fishing rights were under siege on the 

Big River, and there was no political structure capable of managing and ensuring treaty-

granted fishing, hunting, and gathering rights. One can (with great resistance) fish 

“illegally” in a river to refuse unjust laws and exercise treaty rights, but one cannot 

exercise such treaty rights on a river with no water or fish! And the only river flowing 

through the many-times-shrunken land base of the Umatilla Indian Reservation was 

stricken by such a curse. The Indians in the region could see where this was going; 

essentially, they had a choice of giving up their subsistence life-way—and thus breaking 

their “promise” (Red Elk) with Creator, losing the traditional ecological knowledge, 

cultural knowledge, and everything else associated with their Foods—or they could 

organize in a manner that the whites (who brought on this destruction) would negotiate 

with them. In order to stop being taken advantage of and also as a result of US federal 
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development programs (War on Poverty), the CTUIR tribes centralized and began to 

focus on becoming an economic and politically powerful entity in the region. But this led 

to inevitable cultural changes.  

In order to resist the complete extinction of their Foods and exclusion of 

indigenous people from their harvest, a turn towards neoliberal economic development 

took place, forever changing the structure of Umatilla, Cayuse, and Walla Walla people 

and their government. Until the latter half of the 20th century, the centralized government 

of the Confederated Tribes was sparse and not very effective. Active subsistence and 

food traditions, on the other hand, supplied families with ample knowledge to persevere 

through the great depression and every other economic and political disaster that struck 

the region (Tovey Jr. et al. 2006, 193). Some histories remember the time as one of loss, 

powerlessness, and poverty, while others remember a brighter picture of relative freedom 

and self-sufficiency. Thomas Morning Owl remembers his family’s innovative 

subsistence lifestyle, supplemented by income from migrant farm work in the region. He 

recounted to me his parents’ “subsistence supplemented by seasonal work, and the foods 

the roots, the berries, the salmon, the meat and everything were an integral part of their 

everyday diet.”  “Sometimes our families would move down to Gresham in the 

springtime to pick berries: strawberries, raspberries, all this type of stuff. And then from 

that time we’d move on up to the mountains to dig roots. Or be on the [Columbia] river to 

catch salmon.” Meanwhile, fishing on the Columbia,48 Umatilla, and Walla Walla49 

rivers was becoming more and more difficult. 

                                                        
48 The “fish wars,” as Morning Owl calls them, will be further discussed in Chapter 5. 
49 On both the Umatilla and Walla Walla, agricultural and urban development in the region 

practically drained the rivers dry. Meanwhile, the Three Mile Falls Dam blocked fish passage on the 
Umatilla. 
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Although opinions on the sinister or progressive turn of history vary greatly, the 

course seems relatively clear. With economic and political development sparked by tribal 

members and supported by federal grants, came further loss of traditional knowledge and 

life-ways, but also has led to limited opportunities for economic and political “self-

determination” and sovereignty (Luce & Johnson 2006, 188). In a nutshell, this most 

recent process of “modernization” which took hold in the 1970s, began with the building 

up of Tribal Government, at first alongside the “Tribal Development Office” and later 

separately, as a sort of tribal “corporation”. Strategic cooperation by the Development 

Office with the “Oregon Trail 150th anniversary celebration” allowed for the construction 

of sovereign Tribal museum facilities partially funded by the State (Tovey Jr. et al. 2006, 

206-207), and the Tamáslikt Cultural Institute was born. Political climate (namely 

Oregon’s 1988 Indian Gaming Regulatory Act (204)) allowed for the conceptualization 

of the Tribes’ biggest development project, the Wildhorse Casino, which was created in 

March of 1995 (211). This development project seems to have gone hand in hand with a 

boosted level of sovereignty and voice in the realm of natural resource management. In 

other words, the opportunity to model resource management in the manner of First Foods 

was made possible by a favorable (or less dismal) turn in economic status of the tribal 

nation, which some credit to the influx of income sparked by the Wildhorse Casino. The 

linked nature of economic development and Food sovereignty shines through in Red 

Elk’s words: “we made [our organizations] all adopt the First Foods…even the 

economics of the casino…the money they are making, we are using parts of that to secure 

land—to buy land back.” In this sense, the tribes’ level of self-determination has 
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progressed alongside each loss of life-ways and traditional knowledge. Thomas Morning 

Owl, a native Umatilla speaker and active longhouse member, puts it clearly:  

We followed that way for thousands of years. Our 
government was born in 1949 as a modern vestige. It’s done 
more—within those times so much change has come about 
that it would just stagger you to see what we’ve lost, what 
we’ve gained—and there is not anything perceived as a 
working balance. Either you do or either you don’t. And how 
we deal with this is beyond me right now. It’s frustrating… 
 
You want to take time off to go digging roots? No, you gotta 
answer to the tribal personnel policies, or whatever. We’re 
just creating these barriers upon barriers to the actual 
practice of what we should be doing—getting out there, 
digging roots, preserving foods, all that stuff. 
 

Thomas highlights here the disconnect between the new “modern” nine-to-five work 

schedule and “tamanwit” law of constants. The roots don't care what part of the fiscal 

year it is—they will become harvestable when they please, and the ceremony will take 

place when the roots are ready. This clash between Western-style life-ways and 

“traditional” Indian ones is a point of ongoing tension for many. 

The development and progress of the Tribal government and the pursuance of 

sovereignty is a story of progress from within the modern colonial structure, but also one 

of sacrifice of old life-ways and knowledge in the wake of it all. Morning Owl, Red Elk, 

and others find it hopeful that alongside this Western development, steps continue to be 

taken towards securing and returning to the First Foods.  
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“My job is to deliver what I need to deliver, and to let people know about our treaty 
rights, and what we’re doing for our Foods and our management practice. And to change 

one person’s mind in there. to make them think differently for that night.” 
-Wenix Red Elk 

Publicity & Secrecy 

In a number of interviews, informants discussed skepticism that Tribal elders hold 

towards sharing details about First Foods and related practices and ecology. However, the 

topic yielded two distinct examples of how Indians (in an official capacity for their Tribe 

or band) can address such skepticism towards publicity. The CTUIR model, which 

publically displays a large depth of ecological knowledge, opens their traditional 

practices to the public, and maintains positive cooperative relationships with settler 

institutions, is mostly characterized by recognition. The Yakama Rock Creek model, 

however, seems in many important ways to be one of refusal—Yakama Nation elders 

forbid longhouse members from sharing ecological knowledge, they keep their traditional 

practices and events mostly private, and many bands maintain poor relations with settler 

institutions. Despite these differences, many positives have emerged from each model. 

 To begin, this section is not meant as a value judgment of what is to be gained and 

lost by certain political choices that the different tribes make and have made. Instead, it is 

meant to demonstrate the complicated nature of indigenous movements towards 

decolonization, and the omnipresence of settler colonialism as an incisive and relentless 

structure. My scope for this section is limited by time and access, as my understanding of 

Yakama perspectives on publicity is made up of one interview and a few short 

conversations, but I hope the surface information can be enough to spark further inquiry 

into the nature of decolonization initiatives. 
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 Elaine Harvey, a member of the Yakama Band of Rock Creek, and fisheries 

biologist for Rock Creek watershed, expressed to me the desires of elders and longhouse 

members that “when it comes to some of the plant foods, and—mainly the roots and the 

medicines—that information is kept within the tribe.” Two other Yakama tribal members 

relayed the same to me. The principal reason for this secrecy is to avoid “exploitation” of 

Traditional Foods50 and medicines. I believe that Harvey here voices a (justified) defense 

against biopiracy and exploitation. Biopiracy, in the words of John Merson, is implicated 

in the “continuation of the colonial tradition of appropriating indigenous knowledge and 

resources” (Merson 2001); it involves Western corporations and governments—

pharmaceutical, agricultural, entrepreneurial, etc.—co-opting indigenous knowledge and 

resources and bringing them into the Western market for their own profit, often leading to 

the commoditization and depletion of those resources to indigenous people themselves. 

Harvey’s principal example of this egregious appropriation is the overharvest of 

huckleberries in traditional Indian harvesting grounds by commercial pickers—as 

detailed in Chapter 3—but the purpose of mentioning biopiracy is the outward identity 

that Harvey and other Yakama officials have curated as a result. “The community doesn’t 

like Yakama Nation ‘cause we hunt and fish first” (Harvey). And the relations with the 

County do not appear much better: “we are suing Klickitat County PUD [Public Utility 

District] for the fire 5 years ago from their power lines.” These poor relations with local 

institutions has led to disagreements and larger issues, such as the inability of Tribal 

fisheries and DNR to solve water shortage (and salmon-related) issues in the Rock Creek 

                                                        
50 Harvey uses a slightly different terminology to describe the pre-colonial subsistence foods of the 

Yakama people. Although I believe the discourse to be quite similar and the Foods themselves to be almost 
identical, I use her terminology here both to respect her perspective and to account for some important 
differences between the Yakama discourse and the CTUIR one, some of which I explore in this section. 
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watershed. “People have their pools and ponds, and they deny that it’s contributing to 

Rock Creek drying up” (Harvey). Further, controversy surrounding the Nestlé’s proposed 

factory has augmented tension, and Harvey outlined other issues about law enforcement 

jurisdiction between Yakama Nation and State and County entities. Despite all this 

misunderstanding and mistrust between local, state, county, and federal agencies and the 

Yakama Nation (more specifically the Rock Creek band), however, the Yakama Nation 

in many areas has had relative success in maintaining their traditional foods. Private, 

familial First Food ceremonies, and longhouse “religion” remain quite intact, possibly 

due to the refusal of certain Yakama representatives to meet the settler state and other 

institutions on the same understanding level of diplomacy,51 and thus accept the profound 

cultural changes that come along with political and economic sovereignty. Red Elk 

reveres the longhouse traditions of Yakama members: “The Yakima tribe? ‘ooh sh*t’ 

they gather so many more foods… we just do the main staples…” 

 The CTUIR, however, is struggling to revive more than “just…the main staples” 

at their longhouse feasts. Their First Foods ecological and cultural knowledge is mostly 

open to the public as of the past decade or so, despite early concerns of certain elders 

about “biopiracy” and the sharing and exploitation of “sacred” (Red Elk) knowledge, the 

DNR has come to the conclusion that, “okay, you can talk about this, it’s okay to share 

that knowledge.” In Red Elk’s eyes, movements such as the recent Dakota Access 

Pipeline resistance at Standing Rock, which garnered international attention to tribal 

                                                        
51 Clearly, this could easily be the result of others factors besides the refusal to “civilize,” such as 

the relative size of the Yakama Nation (about 6,300 people and over a million acres of land [Yakama 
Nation]) and the CTUIR (which has under 3,000 enrollees and only 172,000 acres [CTUIR]), or 14 
somewhat self-governed bands of Yakama versus the one centralized authority of the CTUIR. But I argue 
that the motif of refusal has also allowed the Yakama to stave off extinction of some important traditions 
and knowledge. 
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water and land rights, demonstrate that “times are changing.” Her explanation for the 

burst of Treaty rights and First Foods education is that the Tribes are in the midst of 

restoring the Foods, and “we need people to know why we can fish before them,” and 

about hunting and gathering rights as well. Thus, Red Elk has given numerous 

educational presentations to various “K-12 schools, even little kids; she has presented at 

colleges, the state capital, National Native American Timber Society, UW’s Burke 

Museum, U of O,” service projects, “for different universities,” government agencies like 

the “department of Energy,” as well as the CTUIR’s own Yellowhawk health center and 

schools. Regarding Huckleberries, an “up-and-coming resource”—meaning that Western 

markets have somewhat recently ramped up commercial harvest of the Food)—Morning 

Owl foresees the following: 

We need to come to an understanding, and have to come to 
a point where we’re gonna see who’s the management 
agency that will be responsible for the overseeing of a lot 
of these up and coming resources…we’re gonna have to 
deal with that one day, one day or another. Whether it goes 
to the courts or whatever, you know. We really need to 
solidify what the impacts are, that type of stuff. And using 
a guide from a traditional management practice that’s been 
established under the concept of First Foods will only be a 
helping hand when it comes to that time. 
 

Morning Owl hints here that a part of the strategy behind the publicity of First Foods 

policies is to have their Foods and related practices be common knowledge when it 

comes time to litigate the management of resources like Huckleberries. If their stakes 

(and they have considerable stakes) in the dispute are known beforehand, maybe the 

tribes won’t “be losin’ out again” (Morning Owl), and will take on increased sovereignty 

and control over their Foods when the time comes to manage these resources.  



 

 
 

79 

First Foods has had success in being implemented in that way. One example is the 

freshwater mussel and lamprey lab. The funding for this project comes from federal 

salmon mitigation funds from the Columbia and Umatilla River dams (Maine). 

“Lamprey?,” you might ask—“those are not salmon. And mussels are definitely not 

salmon.” Due to the publicity of holistic and First Foods-oriented policy, the Tribes are 

able to apply for grants for Salmon mitigation, and apply them to lamprey, mussels, and 

other aquatic organisms that have expressed value and play an important part in the 

ecosystem.  

As well as actively educating the public as well as tribal members about First 

Foods, the CTUIR’s governing body is quite proud of the positive relationship they have 

been able to maintain (against all odds) with city, county, and state government as well as 

neighboring industries such as farmers in the region (Tovey Jr et al. 2006; Red Elk). Via 

this relationship, the CTUIR has had some considerable “victories” in the realm of self-

determination. Recall Harvey’s portrayal of the refusal paradigm applied to outside 

relations—both the CTUIR and the Rock Creek band have parallel goals of revitalizing 

their First Foods discourses. Despite their divergent ways of addressing them however, 

due to consistent and seemingly omnipresent and incessant intrusions by settler colonial 

institutions, they have both recorded some successes and just as many losses.  
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CHAPTER 5: Case Study, Salmon 

 
 

“The [first] foods came forward and gave themselves to the people and in return 
the people made a promise with them … it’s our reciprocal responsibility when those 
foods are not here… to secure them because in the beginning of time [we] promised 

ourselves to them” 
-Wenix Red Elk, November 2017 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 7. 
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Salmon, as the rhetorically designated first of the First Foods to give themselves 

to the people in the beginning of time, justifiably has the most publicity, controversy, and 

literature to back it up, and also is granted the most resources and attention by the 

Department of Natural Resources (Maine). This chapter is meant as a case study of my 

thesis: it follows the same argument as Chapters 2, 3, and 4, but focuses intimately on the 

First Foods discourse of Salmon, instead of the less-specific argument concerning the 

First Foods discourse as a whole. 

The European-dominated, colonized narrative of mainstream American history 

sets the scene for the First Foods revitalization movements that spring up in response to 

the displacement of their foods. I begin with a historical treatment of salmon as it pertains 

to the Indians of the Columbia Basin beginning just before the initial European contact 

with the indigenous nations of the region. 

 

Pre-Contact & Contact 

 The centrality of salmon in the diet and life-ways of indigenous peoples in the 

Pacific Northwest is undisputed. Popular estimates are that before European contact, 

indigenous peoples in the Pacific Northwest relied on fish for anywhere from one third to 

over one half of their yearly food supply (Harper 2015), consuming it fresh for about 6 

months, and storing dried, smoked, or otherwise preserved fish for winter months. For a 

sense of scale, in this era (which stretches back at least 10,000 years [Montgomery 2003, 

41; Hunn & Selam 1990, 6]) salmon in what is now western Washington outnumbered 

people about 1,000:1 (Montgomery 2003, 40), with fluctuating runs of 11-16 million fish 

a year in the Columbia River alone, from 1 to 2 million of which were harvested in the 
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Columbia system on a given year (Montgomery 2003, 47). In 2017 the Nushagak district 

of Bristol Bay, Alaska, which contains three major rivers (Nushagak, Wood, and Igushik) 

and is a part of the largest and most sustainable sockeye salmon fishery in the world, had 

the biggest ever recorded wild salmon run in its history as a commercial fishery. There 

were a total of 19,457,962 sockeye salmon with a harvest of 11,752,310 fish (United 

States 2017). This is inspiring, yet unremarkable when compared to the average runs 

sustained in the Columbia River alone for thousands of years prior. In 1995 (and 

conditions have not improved since then), there were only 2 million salmon (both wild 

and hatchery) in the Columbia River (Montgomery 2003, 198).   

 The importance of salmon to pre-colonial Columbia Basin Peoples operated on 

more than just a nutritional/subsistence level. In fact, salmon were central to 

geographical, spiritual, economic, and political life as well. As described above, fishing 

on the Columbia and its tributaries, alongside root gathering in abundant hills, directed 

subsistence travel on a day-to-day and month-to-month basis. For most Columbia Basin 

Indians, hunting accounted for only about 10% of yearly nutrition, and hunting seasons 

seem to have been more opportunistic than deliberate. In contrast, Indians would spend 

winters planning their fishing and root digging calendars (Hunn & Selam 1990, 120). 

Fishing villages were the most populated of Indian camps, and families would spend 

more based out of those sites than any other single site (Hunn & Selam 1990).  

Many scholars have recorded (Montgomery 2003; Colombi 2012) specific and 

targeted strategies that native groups employed to ensure a strong salmon return to certain 

streams and fishing grounds. In David Montgomery’s comprehensive work King of Fish: 

The Thousand Year Run of Salmon (2003), he describes native people removing weirs 
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(stone fish traps) once enough fish have been caught for the season, waiting for a period 

as long as a few weeks after the first salmon is caught before beginning the season, and 

not catching salmon until they have spawned (Montgomery 2003, 46; Hunn & Selam 

1990). Other strategies include limiting harvests some years in streams that had seen 

reduced runs and even transporting fertilized salmon eggs from one stream to another 

which had—or had nearly—lost its population (Red Elk, public lecture, 9 Feb. 2018). 

The centrality of salmon to the Indian diet and geography in this time formed an 

extremely intimate economic, political, and spiritual relationship—one that (because of 

colonization and the disappearance of salmon) cannot be replicated accurately with 

pigeonholing terminology of academic language. Recall, instead, the example from 

Chapter 2 of the Salmon Chief/Salmon Priest, whose position evades both religious 

“priesthood” and political “chiefdom,” but whose authority suggests a complex system of 

power, which incorporates an intimate relationship with the Food-being Salmon. On The 

Big River, the different (but interconnected through kinship [Harvey]) tribes worked 

together to manage the Food, which was a catalyst for both conflict and unity between 

groups. Salmon fishing sites like Celilo Falls, Kettle Falls, and Cascades Rapids were 

common sites of trading between the wide-ranging indigenous nations of the West, and 

feasts reminiscent of the grander “potlatch” of the coast served to reinforce and define 

social order (Hunn & Selam 1990, 121). The website of the Columbia River Inter-Tribal 

Fish Commission says that “The tribal cultures in the Columbia River Basin could rightly 

be called Wy-Kan-Ush-Pum, or ‘Salmon People’ for how completely these sacred fish 

shaped their culture, diets, societies, and religions.” (CRITFC). Although “Wy-Kan-Ush-

Pum” cannot be separated from the rhetorical strategy that retroactively brings salmon to 
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the forefront of subsistence discourses, there is more than a kernel of truth in this reading. 

The number of traditions and feasts52 dedicated to Salmon, that are remembered and 

recorded—many of which were discussed in Chapter 2—attest to the central role that the 

Salmon (and the Foods in general) played in spirituality, political organization, and 

identity for the tribes.  

Undeniable, then, is the importance of salmon in pre-contact native Pacific 

Northwest Indian culture and subsistence life, and their reciprocal management of the 

invaluable “resource”. But things changed quickly with the migration of Europeans into 

the Salmon Peoples’ homeland. Even for those nations with a higher level of food 

security and other advantages, European diseases struck hard, and insipient structures 

took advantage of the weakened Indians. 

 

Post-Contact 

Once contact with white settlers, traders, and officials was established and 

ongoing, the salmon of the Columbia basin seem to have been doomed. The specific 

historical factors relevant to the disappearance of salmon as a First Food in this region 

include, but are not limited to: habitat destruction via land development, pollution, 

diminished in-stream flows, dams, overfishing, forced assimilation, and political 

                                                        
52 This is an important topic in the work of a number of Anthropologists working with indigenous 

people of the Pacific Northwest, including Franz Boas, and contributors to Benedict Columbi and James F. 
Brooks’ Keystone Nations (2012). Furthermore, Montgomery describes a number of ceremonies including 
the First Salmon Ceremony, which ushers in the beginning of fishing season by paying tribute to the 
salmon. Each tribe has their own traditions related to the First Salmon, and many of them continue to be 
celebrated today (Montgomery 45; www.ctuir.org;). 
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domination. I treat these factors individually, below, in regards to their relation to 

colonialism and related structures. 

By now, the history of the 1855 treaties should be familiar, in both sides’ goals 

and outcomes. Recall the Americans’ rush for Westward expansion, to build a railroad, 

and prepare the land for settlement, and the Indians’ brave resilience to retain access to 

their life-blood and Foods. In their dramatic negotiations with Isaac Stevens’ state, tribal 

headmen fought for their people to reserve, “the exclusive right of taking fish in the 

streams running through and bordering [the] reservation…and at all other usual and 

accustomed stations in common with citizens of the United States, and of erecting 

suitable buildings for curing the same” (Treaty of 1885).  

  

A New Discourse in Town 

As time passed, white populations exploded, and salmon became first an 

important food for the settlers, then a transportable commodity—with canning 

technology53 (Montgomery 2003, 51)—, and then an especially valuable transportable 

commodity—with increasing scarcity and demand (Harrison)54. These capitalist market 

forces allowed for a new discourse of Salmon to enter the scene: as a “resource-

commodity.” As the commercial exploitation of the newly marketable salmon grew 

exponentially, the resource became more and more scarce, which sparked a need for 

                                                        
53  The export of salmon to other colonies began in 1853, when John Dominis tried salting and 

packing barrels off to Boston; it was not very lucrative. Canning technology was first employed on an 
industrial scale in 1866, from there canneries erupted all throughout the region. There were 1,200 canneries 
by 1881 (Harrison). 

54 A combination of depleting harvests—due mainly to dams and overfishing—and an increased 
demand—due to high exports to Europe for the war effort—drove the price up by more than 50% between 
1916 and 1917 (Harrison; Montgomery 142).  
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regulation. Instead of cracking down on large-scale fishing operations and looking at the 

impact of dams and habitat degradation—the real culprits—the State, the public, and the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs concentrated their efforts principally on curtailing what 

remained of Indian subsistence and commercial fishing. This reaction, fueled by racism 

and colonial motives, further supports my argument that colonial powers targeted Indian 

Salmon discourses as a strategy of elimination. An institutionalized example of unfair 

overregulation of Indian fishing is an 1890 foundational law in the newly incorporated 

Washington state, which banned the use of gillnets in tributary streams (Montgomery 

2003, 54). At this time, just about the only fishing that was available to Indians was 

small-scale and upstream from the major sites; Western commercial fisheries, with their 

large-scale capital, technology, industrial strength and marketing network, had already all 

but completely displaced Indian fishermen from major traditional fishing grounds like 

Celilo Falls (Barber 2005, 38). Alongside harmful legislation and poor management, 

agriculture and urban developments saw the complete drying-out of parts of the Walla 

Walla River, and the damming (without salmon passage) of the Umatilla River, upon 

which Umatilla, Walla Walla, and other tribal people had historically fished—leading to 

the complete loss of at least three different salmon runs. The fish-drought on these rivers 

lasted as long as 80 years. Wenix Red Elk expresses the lengths at which this drought 

affected the discourse as a whole: “If you remove a food…it’s gonna affect the entire 

tribe,” she says,  

It’s gonna affect their language: they’re gonna lose whatever 
language is associated with that [place]…they might—every 
river, every hole, every—depending on the depth of the 
water, the width of the water, how fast it’s going, the time of 
year—they fish differently to that stream…those people that 
have fished there all their life…they know the…Indian 
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words, or the language for that. They know the different 
implements or the fishing techniques that fish there…so 
when you removed salmon from the Walla Walla River, for 
instance, when we went back there after that run was 
established after 80 years, none of us knew exactly the 
holes…it had been so long since we had been out of the 
system, we lost knowledge…We lost the cultural knowledge 
to all these streams. 
 

So with the loss of salmon to the Umatilla and Walla Walla rivers, came irretrievable 

cultural loss and ecological knowledge as well. 

Alongside such poor management, the State continued to crack down on Indian 

fishing both on and off the reservation, and public opinion turned against Indian 

fishermen; now it was Indians who were seen as breaking the law and overfishing, 

depleting “their” valuable “resource,” which fueled the economy and provided a living 

for so many families. It is worth repeating that in 1935, still in the beginning stages of 

this battle, Indian fishing accounted for less than two percent of the state’s total catch 

(Montgomery 2003, 54).  

 

Dams: A Colonial Tool 

 Along with putting unfair political and economic pressure on Indians, the 

newcomers were building impenetrable river walls, poisoning the streams with 

chemicals, and destroying habitat for salmon on the Columbia and it’s tributaries. The 

discourse of Salmon was becoming less and less central in Indians’ lives, because the fish 

were disappearing. “At one time Rock Creek—near the confluence there was a big—you 

know, it’s…the ‘Rock Creek band’—and there was a big village, yeah, all the way 



 

 
 

88 

throughout. Like the bottom ten miles was like a big village, with scattered homes and 

stuff,” begins Elaine Harvey, 

And then when they built John Day Dam they removed all 
the Indians out, because they said ‘you guys are gonna get 
flooded out, you guys have to leave.’ And so, they removed 
the Indians. 
 

In many ways, the damming of the Columbia River was a successful “colonial crusade” 

towards the elimination of the discourse of Salmon from Indian culture and life-ways. 

The John Day Dam is one of many examples of this. Everyone, including fisheries 

experts, legislators, and dam constructors, admitted at one point that the damming of the 

Columbia would lead to the elimination of the salmon fishery, but the political power 

behind energy, job creation, development, and the motif of elimination and erasure of 

Indian discourses and perspectives were simply more powerful. Montgomery notes 

various mid-20th century documents, and the Tamáslikt Cultural Institute’s exhibit, 

Celilo: Progress vs. Protest (2017), notes more, that outwardly express a clear drive by 

U.S. and commercial interests to eliminate Indian fisheries specifically in the interest of 

assimilation. For example, “A 1958 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service report on the 

Columbia River fishery development program [that] called “the inundation of Celilo 

Falls…a memorable event. Removal of this partial barrier by backwater from the Dalles 

Dam eliminated forever an intensive historic Indian fishery”” (Montgomery 191). The act 

of inundating Celilo falls, one of the most important fishing, trade, and inter-tribal 

meeting sites in the state, being called “a memorable event,” however disgusting, is 

indicative of the larger policy of elimination that colonial powers held towards 

overcoming the barrier of First Foods in the assimilation and elimination of the Columbia 
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Basin’s indigenous people. Whatever the underlying motives, there is no denying a 

conscious striving by the settler state to wipe out Indian fishing. 

Although the protection of the fishery was an extremely viable economic option, 

not to mention culturally important to the state,55 legislators were either “powerless or 

unwilling” (Montgomery 189) to stand in the way of the construction of a dam, or even to 

defend the inclusion of salmon passage in a dam56. Even within a neoliberal capitalist 

mentality, these actions do not make fiscal sense.57 I propose an alternate narrative: the 

damming of the Columbia River and its tributaries makes sense only within the colonial 

logic of elimination. This era, in which a seemingly purposeful destruction of the fishery 

transpired, is confusing and maddening to many, including myself. How could state and 

economic interests have acted so far out of their own self-interest in this seemingly 

purposeful way? I highlight for the importance of an underlying drive to wipe the 

indigenous people off of the landscape, once and for all.  

Dams are built for many reasons. Irrigation, hydroelectric power, flood control, 

and navigation; as well as economic stimulation, “development,” and “productive” use of 

water resources. Of primary interest to my project is the damming prerogative of the 

elimination of Indian fisheries. The biggest booms in dam construction on the Columbia 

and its tributaries occurred first for irrigation in the early 1900s, then for navigation of the 

                                                        
55 Even while managed as a “resource-commodity,” fishermen and other interested parties develop 

personal, cultural, and emotional attachments to the species, and to the identity of ‘fisherman.’ 
56 In 1992, the National Marine Fisheries Service certified that Snake River dams represent “no 

threat” to salmon, while also acknowledging that they are responsible for the deaths off 70-90% of juvenile 
salmon that try to get past (Montgomery 2003, 199). 

57 One General of the Army Corps of Engineers testified that the salmon fishery prohibited by the 
Ice Harbor Dam (the first of the Snake River dams) would be worth more than its economic benefit 
(Montgomery 2003, 195). A few years later, the dam was constructed, with limited fish passage only for 
adult salmon swimming upstream (Harrison).  This type of action makes no sense even in neoliberal terms 
for the state’s economy!  
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“wild Columbia” (McCluskey & Mital 2010), and later centered on hydropower to fuel 

overseas wars during the 40s and 50s,58 and finally to improve navigability on the Snake 

River. The period from 1933 to 1975 saw the construction of 18 huge dams on the 

Columbia River system, all of which depleted salmon runs in a number of ways. There 

are now a total of 75,000 dams taller than three feet in the US (Stoecker), and the 

government has built the equivalent of “a large dam a day, every day, since the 

declaration of independence [Bruce Babbit, former US Secretary of the Interior]” 

(Grossman 2002, 3).  

 

Hatcheries 

To mitigate for the dams, besides ineffectively cracking down on Indian fishing 

upstream there were indeed strategies that the state implemented to protect and sustain 

salmon runs for the by now highly profitable commercial fishery. As salmon stocks were 

depleted, once again avoiding the inherent issues with commercial fishing and damming 

practices, a mad dash of hatchery projects were put in place. Scientists discovered, only 

after years of implementing hatcheries to mass-produce the delicious and nutritious 

resource, that hatcheries do not create or bolster self-sustaining salmon runs. They can be 

used to add populations but only as they continue to be fed with incredibly large inputs 

and outputs of fertilized eggs and fry59. They have also been seen, instead of bolstering, 

                                                        
58 In the Tamaslikt Cultural Institute’s installment, Celilo: Progress vs. Protest, the film “The 

Echo of Water Against Rocks” was shown. The film includes a critical reading of the state’s advertisements 
for Columbia River dams, which glorified the dams in “taming” the mighty Columbia for navigation and 
irrigation, and harnessing its hydropower to process aluminum for planes used in the second World War 
(McCluskey & Mital 2010, Montgomery 2003, 190). 

59 In the early 1990s, salmon runs totaled “about 2 million fish supplemented by over 100 million 
hatchery-raised fry released into the river each year [my emphasis]” (Montgomery 2003, 198). 
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to replace wild salmon populations with hatchery ones. Some argue that hatcheries have 

actually contributed to the decimation of salmon populations, because throughout the 20th 

century, dam builders used hatcheries as effective replacements for salmon passage—

thinking that if they provide more hatchery populations, it makes up for the lost spawning 

grounds upstream (Montgomery 2003, 182). The dams on the lower Elwha River on the 

Olympic Peninsula, which blocked passage for all of the diverse system’s anadromous 

fish (Grossman 2002, 156), demonstrate this strategy.60 The disparagement of hatcheries 

is a more critical perspective of many conflicting ones in the heated debate about 

hatcheries. Many indigenous nations take more immediate, pragmatic viewpoints: they 

celebrate hatcheries, as without them there would hardly be any salmon runs at all. But 

wild salmon advocates worry that the maintenance of runs by hatcheries now will 

preclude the possibility of wild, or self-sustaining runs in the future. The issue of 

hatcheries is a complex and difficult one, and debate has become polarized, with “wild 

salmon” advocates and “hatchery” advocates engaging in ongoing heated debate (Wild 

Salmon Center 2010). 

To me, the most astounding part of the various historical narratives of this time 

period, from the 1890s until 1970s, is the essential absence of native input in the 

management of the Columbia River watershed. It is not that native fishermen and 

activists were not fighting to make their voices heard—in fact they were protesting loud 

and furiously61, but instead that US and Washington State policy simply ignored the 

voices of the indigenous people of the Columbia River basin. It took a number of 

                                                        
60 The uppermost dam on the Elwha, the Glines Canyon Dam, was removed in 2012. 
61 The film As Long as the River Runs (1971) details a struggle of tragedy and triumph of three 

generations of indigenous fishermen and activists in the heated struggle for the salmon. 
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important legislative victories and a buildup of pressure from the practically extinguished 

commercial fishery (for salmon conservation) and outside activists (for 

environmentalism, civil rights, anti-imperialism), before Indian perspectives seem to have 

even been acknowledged in the policy conversation surrounding salmon. 

 

In Court: A Slack Tide 

The legislative history of salmon in Washington and Oregon is important context 

for my argument, because, as I showed in the first four chapters, the principle referent for 

tribal fishing and gathering rights comes from the Treaty of 1855 and subsequent legal 

cases. The first time the Indian fishing struggle made it to federal court was in 1905, with 

the case of the Winan brothers blocking Indian access to traditional fishing grounds near 

Celilo Falls. In United States vs. Winans, the court ruled in favor of Yakama fishermen’s 

treaty rights to access their ceded fishing grounds, setting the precedent that federal law 

can trump state law when it comes to fishing rights, and foreshadowing that the 1855 

treaties would be a powerful tool for the Indian fishing movement to come. Very little 

made it to the Supreme Court for some time, but things heated up again towards the 

middle of the century. State oppression and Indian struggle became more and more 

political and public, with “fish ins,” rallies, and protests happening all over the state 

(Burns). Despite this mounting pressure and increasingly heinous mistreatment of Indian 

fishermen, meaningful legislative success in the Indian struggle for fishing rights did not 

arrive until 1974, with the Boldt decision. 

Beginning in 1974, however, was a series of three important victories for Indian 

fishing rights, in what are colloquially labeled the Boldt decision, the Orrick decision, 
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and the Martinez decision (or the Culvert case). Judge Boldt’s 1974 Supreme Court 

decision in United States vs. Washington upheld the key clause in the Treaty of 1855, 

which retains for Indians the right to take fish at all of their “usual and accustomed 

stations”, as a supreme law of the land. It also elaborated that 50% of the salmon that run 

through ceded territory (the “usual and accustomed” hunting and fishing grounds 

stipulated in 1855) be allocated to the tribes, bringing specific meaning to the clause “in 

common with the citizens of the United States” (my emphasis). A sizeable victory for the 

tribes, but an outrage for white fishermen, who complained that the government was 

“giving” (Montgomery 2003, 56) their fish to the Indians. In 1980 judge William Orrick 

in United States vs. Washington (Phase II) (Brown & Footen 2010, 10) followed Boldt’s 

decision, essentially stating, “the treaties provided the tribes with the guarantee that state 

and private interests must refrain from degrading salmon habitat to an extent that would 

deprive the tribes of their ‘moderate living needs’” (Montgomery 2003, 57). Orrick’s 

decision was overturned in 1985, mostly because of a white fishermen’s refusal to 

cooperate (Brown & Footen 2010, 10; 16) In 2007, the tribes brought the “Culvert 

case”62 (16) to court, and won, marking perhaps “the most significant step forward in the 

progression of treaty fishing rights litigation” since the Boldt decision 30 years prior (17). 

This case set the (still unfulfilled) precedent that not only must there be salmon for the 

Indians to catch, but that the State is responsible for securing those salmon runs. In many 

ways, although the battle has been hard-fought and some victory has been achieved, these 

legal victories were too little too late: as Montgomery points out in King of Fish, “the 

                                                        
62 It is colloquially known as the “Culvert Case,” because prosecutors claimed that culverts, 

tunnels to allow fish passage under bridges and through levees, in hundreds of instances fail to allow 
passage for a variety of reasons (Brown & Footen 2010, 8). 
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tribes finally secured their treaty rights just as the commercial fishery for wild salmon 

virtually expired” (Montgomery 2003, 56). At the time of the Boldt decision in 1974, the 

salmon runs in the Columbia consisted of a little over a million fish (1,168,300) (Korn), 

the majority of which were spawned by gloved hands in a hatchery63.   

 Dam and hatchery technology continues to improve, sustaining and bringing back 

salmon runs to many reaches of the Columbia River. But considerable wild salmon runs in 

most of the Columbia Basin are a thing of the past. Given almost a century completely 

salmonless in some places, many tribal members and fishery officials think that things have 

taken a turn for the positive (Red Elk, Ellis). A noted tide of improvement since the darkest 

days of the 20th century, sets the scene for the emergence—or rhetorical reemergence—of 

the First Food discourse of Salmon. Now that I have traced the historical and contemporary 

assault on Salmon (as a discourse), tracing the colonial and capitalistic origins of its 

disappearance, I will address the emergence of the First Foods as a decolonial response. 

 

A New Discourse Emerges: First Foods 

Nominally enfranchised by the Boldt decision and other legislation, 50% of 

harvestable salmon in the Columbia River system “belongs” to the tribes. In order to 

resolve conflicts and provide legal support, a commission governed by representatives 

from all of the Columbia River treaty tribes, the Columbia River Inter-Tribal Fish 

Commission (CRITFC), oversees salmon management on The Big River, each tribe is 

responsible for implementing its own conservation and management measures (Ellis). 

                                                        
63 Another clause of the Orrick decision was that hatchery fish are indeed included in the secured 

harvest. 
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The Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation manages salmon as a part of 

their First Foods management policies, as an institutionalized way of maintaining a 

“holistic” focus and prioritizing Food organisms with cultural significance. With First 

Foods, the CTUIR seeks to revitalize Water and Salmon discourses alongside the larger 

stream ecosystem restoration. Through traditional ceremonies like the First Salmon 

Ceremony and First Root Feast, the First Foods initiative seeks to bring back not only the 

fish, but engender a new discourse surrounding it, one based on pre-colonial food-ways. 

Now, only in the context of so much history does it become clear that the implementation 

of a First Foods approach is a powerful, targeted, and wide-reaching tool of resistance, 

alongside economic and subsistence interests 

 

Habitat Restoration 

Brush and trees on the banks of the rivers (riparian vegetation) are a vital element 

of salmon—and other dependent organisms’—habitat (Army Corps 19). These organisms 

provide shelter for salmon, and keep the banks of the rivers cool. There are a number of 

reasons why the riverbanks of salmon streams are cleared. These include development for 

roads, levees, city parks, and private property and agriculture. Take note: Indians 

undertook none of these large-scale disruptive projects before contact with white settlers. 

This type of “land development” is a result of Western mentalities about enclosure and 

land use. Mass productivity and consumption are central to the expansionist ethic of 

capitalism. In response, First Foods movements seek out restoration strategies rooted in 

pre-colonial food discourses. Elaine Harvey manages this herself in the Rock Creek 

watershed.  
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There’s only a few of us who are Yakama biologists. 
And…the other biologists they come in, they don’t really 
know. Okay, they know like fish biology and habitat and 
restoration and all that, but…I’m kind of the one who 
introduced the idea of certain cultural plants that they can 
use in their restoration…And it’s not just for wildlife. It’s for 
fish, wildlife, human, you know. So I share that information 
with them. But I don’t tell them what it’s used for. I just say 
‘here’s some important plants that maybe you can use in 
your restoration plan…So that’s what I do in my project, I 
just—I don’t say anything in my BPA [Bonneville Power 
Administration] project report or anything, or my proposal. 
I just list a bunch of plants I’m gonna put in, and then I try 
to emphasize plants that maybe the tribal people can use… 
 

As opposed to the more isolating solution efforts employed by the state (and outrageous 

ones such as criminalization of Indian fishing), the First Foods approach sees stream 

restoration as an opportunity not only to work on water quality and salmon habitat (which 

are much needed in the Rock Creek watershed), but emphasize ecosystem management, 

including Indian gathering—“plants that maybe the tribal people can use”—in its river 

vision. 

 

Dam Removal 

Dams are the most lethal agent in the destruction of salmon habitat, but resistance 

against their form of colonization is highly entangled. The main justifications for building 

dams are for land development—changing flow for agriculture is the primary purpose of 

13 percent of America’s dams, and recreation represents 31.3 percent; navigation (only 

0.3%) and hydroelectric power (only 2.9%) [Grossman 4] justify fewer. All of these dams 

negatively affect salmon in a variety of ways. Recall earlier discussions of agriculture as 

a specifically Western food-way, often at odds with First Foods discourses. Recreation 
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was discussed in treatments of hunting above, and diverges in many ways from First 

Foods discourses of subsistence and ritual importance. Dams used for navigation are 

often cover rapids, which are optimal spots for Indian fishing and subsequently are often 

accompanied by semi-permanent villages. All too often, “navigation” corresponds with 

the flooding of Indian villages (Celilo Falls [Barber 2005], and John Day Dam, for 

example [Army Corps]).  

The damming and redirection of salmon streams cannot, then, be seen as anything 

but a direct robbery of Indian discourses (Water, Salmon, land) in favor of settler 

resources (agriculture, accessibility (mainly for commerce), recreation). Dam removal, 

then, is decolonization in a physical sense. Freeing rivers from a dam releases a degree of 

control and domination over land and the people dependent on it. Recent studies, like the 

USGS survey conducted earlier this year, show that dam removal is much less 

ecologically destructive than initially thought (Weiser). Fish have been shown to 

repopulate upstream habitat within weeks, and sediment has been shown to disperse itself 

with a matter of months, on small to medium sized dams (Weiser). So with historical 

background in mind, dam removal—in decolonization terms—can be read as a material 

“repatriation” (Tuck & Yang 7) of a stolen discourse—or a triad of discourses.  

To complicate this issue, however, in 1998, the BPA offered the Columbia River 

treaty tribes a deal to fund mitigation of salmon habitat from the dams: The Columbia 

Basin Fish Accords. This compromise, called a “bribe” (Goldfarb) by some, had 

stipulations for the tribes as well. After signing the accords, the tribes could not 

publically speak in favor of dam removal or other sensitive topics (Goldfarb). Because of 

these stipulations, and the particularities of the Nez Perce’s situation, the Nez Perce 
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Nation refused to sign on, turning down somewhere in the hundreds of millions of dollars 

(Goldfarb) of mitigation money, in exchange for the right to protest the continued 

colonization of their lands and food-ways. I recently attended a public discussion co-

hosted by Nmipoo64 Protecting the Environment (Facebook page), which was a level-

headed and cooperative example of the community-based efforts that the Nez Perce are 

making with regard to removing the three Lower Snake River dams. For the other three 

tribes, the move to sign was pragmatic and conservative, and although in some regards it 

limits them to recognition-based decolonization practices in relation to the dams, it gives 

them much more freedom to enact their own mitigation policies using money from the 

federal government. A Warm Springs tribal member (after signing the accords), and 

former director of the CRITFC, admitted, “Removal might be the best thing for the tribes, 

but we know that’s not going to happen anytime soon…We have to operate within the 

world we live in. Why not redouble habitat efforts and see what happens?” (Goldfarb). 

Because of these accords, the CTUIR’s fishery program receives thousands of dollars 

each year to conduct habitat and propagation projects. The money they receive from the 

BPA goes directly to their holistic “river vision” projects. But the 60-odd dams on the 

Columbia system sit, unmoved, blocking the flow of the tame Columbia as fish 

barriers—and some would argue metaphysical ones too.  

 

 

 

                                                        
64 Nmipoo is Nez Perce in their own language (“Member Tribes: Nez Perce”). 
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“We’ll never get all that knowledge, and once it’s gone it’s gone forever. We have to 
adapt to a new part of that…[just] like our fishing methods have had to change to the 

way the rivers and stuff have changed“ –Wenix Red Elk 
 

Lamprey & Mussels 

 The lamprey and mussel restoration projects are indicative of the First Foods 

approach as opposed to traditional conservation (and propagation) approaches, because 

they acknowledge the importance of a complete ecosystem as opposed to mere fish 

numbers for persistent change. In other words, hatcheries and most state-run conservation 

strategies target the symptom (not enough fish), whereas First Foods “river vision” 

projects take a wider look at the causes (i.e. depleted ecosystem). Besides as salmon co-

dependents, lamprey and mussels are important to the CTUIR and other Columbia River 

tribes in a variety of ways. They were both eaten regularly by pre-colonial Indians 

(lamprey more often than mussels), although not nearly on the scale of salmon, and both 

had important cultural and spiritual significance—mussels, for example, were used for 

adornment (Saxu Siwaala Seewi?s)—and finally, they are important water regulators and 

habitat providers for river species (Maine). Freshwater mussels, for example, filter toxins 

out of more than 18 gallons of river water per day (Maine).  

Although as I have shown, the First Foods program in many ways emerged as a 

response to colonization, the end goals for First Foods and its “river vision” are complex 

and sometimes confused. Maine, who is not a tribal member, but a biologist with a focus 

on lamprey and mussel restoration, has an especially complicated relationship with First 

Foods. “The conservation is all in terms of salmon,” she says; her projects for mussel and 

lamprey propagation and conservation receive direct funding from the Bonneville Power 
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Administration—direct funding for mitigation of salmon death caused by the dams, 

through the Columbia Basin Fish Accords (Alexa Maine). In order to continue utilizing 

this funding, which comes in on a project-by-project basis, the lamprey and mussel 

conservation must be presented in terms of what it will do for salmon populations. But at 

the same time as this funding source makes all lamprey and mussel projects dependent on 

and framed in terms of salmon, from a different perspective it allows Alexa a fiscal 

platform upon which to drive forward the only freshwater mussel restoration and 

propagation project in North America (Alexa Maine, Saxu Siwaala Seewi?s). The salmon 

need the mussels for a healthy river environment, but the mussels need the salmon not 

only for habitat and transportation of juveniles, but also for Government Funded 

restoration. 
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CHAPTER 6: Conclusion 

 

 

“Now you see people are starting to take stands all over the place. And…not only that 
but we’re backing as one whole entire community: not just the tribe but white people, 
nonwhite people, black people, people from Ecuador, people from across the world—

China—we got national world publicity and it’s never happened…It was amazing” 
-Wenix Red Elk 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. 
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In my senior thesis, I used a combination of historical and theoretical context and 

ethnographic interviews to show how First Foods in the Columbia Basin is, among other 

things, a decolonial movement. Alongside discussions of ecology, tamanwit, and health, 

the First Foods discourse questions and resists the oppressive structures of settler 

colonialism, and proposes pre-colonial food discourses as the alternative. The project 

demonstrates the usefulness of the framework of discourse as a site of academic study, 

problematizes decolonization using the concepts of entanglement, recognition, and 

refusal, and makes a case for the centrality of food in decolonizing movements. 

The application of the Foucaultian discourse as a model through which to look at 

First Foods and food politics in general, has been fruitful in bringing together material 

and nonmaterial elements that are typically approached as separate disciplines such as 

ecology, power, religion, culture, and economics. This approach accounts for the 

profound interconnectedness of those disciplines, especially in non-Western discourses, 

and confronts the problematic conclusions that can be (and have been) gleaned from 

studies that treat such disciplines separately. Focusing on the discourse of Food as a site 

of resistance brings multiple important elements of decolonization into the discussion.  

Decolonization, further, is a discourse that operates on multiple levels—material, 

non-material, group, and individual—and it is still been elaborated and problematized 

with every instance. Continued colonization and the expansion of oppressive Western 

structures mean that resistance efforts and day-to-day lives are becoming continually 

more entangled in colonial structures. However, that does not preclude the prospect of 

decolonization. Jean Dennison (2012) uses Osage ribbon work as a metaphor for 

entanglement: Osage artists use ribbons accumulated in 18th century from French traders 
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as the raw materials to craft uniquely Osage works. As Dennison says, “in picking up the 

pieces, both those shattered by and created through the colonial process, and weaving 

them into their own original patterns, Osage artists formed the tangled pieces of 

colonialism into their own statements of Osage sovereignty. Thus, colonial materials can 

be implemented to construct decolonial worlds. As I have shown, the entangledness of 

today’s world leaves decolonization movements with two principal strategies to retain 

sovereignty and autonomy in different realms: those are recognition and refusal. In the 

Columbia Plateau, some nations and individuals refuse colonial structures wherever 

possible, whereas others vie for recognition in order to regain levels of sovereignty and 

self-determination. 

Thirdly, because food is always implicated in both material and nonmaterial 

elements of power, I have shown that it can be a formidable site for resistance and 

decolonization all over the world. Since Europeans arrived on every corner of the 

Americas, the category of “Indian,” “Native,” or “indigenous” has been used to describe 

the land’s First human inhabitants. Although it is in its origin a European tactic of 

categorization, more and more people are reclaiming and repurposing the label created to 

describe them. Movements similar to that of the Columbia Basin Indians are being fought 

in occupied indigenous territories all around the world.  

Red Elk’s epigraph to this chapter shows how indigineity can function as a 

movement, implicating “not just the tribe but white people, nonwhite people, black 

people, people from Ecuador, people from across the world,” as allies in resistance. Many 

times in my experiences here in the Pacific Northwest, in South America, and elsewhere 

in the world, people identifying as “indigenous,” “Indian,” or “Native” have 
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communicated a sense that their battle for sovereignty, autonomy, and decolonization is 

the same battle that oppressed people are fighting the world over. Although resistance 

efforts at times differ profoundly from one another, they share much in common as well, 

such that works like mine exploring the character and potency of a particular 

decolonization initiative can be useful sources for other movements to follow.  

The international attention garnered by movements such as the Dakota Access 

Pipeline (DAPL) stand—also referred to as “Standing Rock,” after the Standing Rock 

Sioux tribe to which the disputed land pertains—and the United Tribes of Bristol Bay’s 

(and other groups’) resistance to the proposed Pebble Mine in Alaska are telling 

examples of the changing political tides that indigenous people are experiencing. 

Regarding the DAPL stand, in which indigenous peoples from around the world, as well 

as non-indigenous allies, blocked the construction of an oil pipeline through the vital and 

sacred water source of the Missouri river, Red Elk says, 

We knew money would win…no matter what we knew that 
money would reign. And it always does. But it brought us to 
the forefront. And it’s a good thing. And it’s gonna continue 
to happen. Everybody’s thinking about the water now… 
 

Red Elk here elaborates a fairly cynical but substantiated perspective that characterized 

the contemporary reality, in which neoliberal capitalist perspectives are prioritized in 

almost all land management and international policies. But at the same time, she 

expresses hope and positivity about the changing ways in which people are thinking 

about land, water, and food rights of indigenous people. The support garnered for 

struggles such as that of the Standing Rock Sioux is emblematic of a larger revitalization 

of indigenous movements, such as First Foods in the Columbia Basin. 
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