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NATIVE PLACE NAMES
ON THE COLUMBIA PLATEAU
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Eugene S. Hunn

ative American peoples survived for mil-

leriia in the Pactlic Northwest not salely

because of their ingenious Ashing and

food processing technology, but by virtue
of their detailed knowledge of the land and its
resources. Education focused on learning the land,
with dramatic accounts of the adventures of mvth-
ological ereatures such as Covote reinforcing their
recall of eritical mtormation. For example, a single
text dictated fram memory by im Yoke, an Upper
Cowlitz [ndian, to Melville Jacobs (193-+228-37) 1n
the late 1920s cites 275 named places and provides a
capsule cultural annotation and resource inventory
for each. The names were recalled svstematically
from a mental map of Yokes home country.

Learning a landscape is not simply a matter of

naming all the rivers and mountains. In fact, rivers
and mountains per se are rarely named in Native
American languages. The naming of such features of
the land reflects rather a peculiarly Western
perspective—one set above or outside, rather than
within, the landscape and motivated by the needs of
a saciety bent upon dividing i up. From this per-
spective, features of the landscape are objects to be
narned. The Native American perspective, in con-
trast, emphasizes places where significant human-
landscape interactions occur. Thus, while a few
prominent peaks mav have been named in the native
languages—for example, taxima* {in the Puget
Salish languagei for Mt Rainier or lawilayt-+4 {in
Sahapting, literally "the smoker,” for Mt St
Helens—other peaks of equal prominence were
known simply as pdiu, a general Sahaptin term for
“snow-capped summit.”

Eugene S, Hunn is Professor of Anthropology at the
University of Washington. !
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The Native names now assigned to many North-
west rivers referred in the original languages to muior
villages or fishing sites an those nvers. Taytin (Tieron
named a spear-fisning site at the outlet of Clear Laky
high up the Tieton Rive: In Sahaptin. tdtaxat
(Klickitat] named the kev Klickitat River fisherv at the
falls just above the rivers mouth. Ivdkima Nakima,
literallv “the pregnant ores.” indicated s string of
hills near the present-dav city of Yakima named fo
their resemblance ta five oregnant women of a mivth-
ological account. Place names reveal a great deal
about how a people appreciate the world they live in.

Josephine Andrews. a leading elder of the
Yakima Indian Nation who was raised in the Naches
River area. provided a kev interpretation: paxéiis, lit-
erallv “first water,” refers to the fundamental rale that
the Naches basins watess play as a source of life for
the whole of the mid-Columbia plain. Her feass for
the destruction of that water source brought o
sharp focus the spiritual. as well as matenal, cost ot a
dam recently proposed or: a tributary of the Naches

The sacred mountain lalitk (hig. 2}, the easiem-
most prominence of the Rattlesnake Hills whicl now
mark the southern border of the Hanford Nuclear
Reservation, marks an angle in the boundary of the
lands ceded by the 1855 treaties. (In the Yakima
treaty the name of the mountain is mlsreprecent{d as
“La Lac,” and interprezed as a “lake” Doty 197597
Rising 3000 feet above the river, the summit donu-
nates the skvline for milss about. "The Priest Rapids
prophiet smuxala {Smohalla) sought a visionary
source of spirit power here (Relander 1956:
77). Today the mountain serves the elders as 2
weather vane; lingering snows on its summit dugte
late spring growing season.

The ccological relationships forged by the
Native cultures over the millenia of their oecupation

a




ooniy land are embodied in cherr dlace names.

W bent dud wnere v a plant ot anmig species de
tiabiv tound or emiciently harvested” Suceess

- unting snd gathenng reses v a strategic choice of
Gl moves-——d succession of camos estabiished to
S e 3 amily secess %o g sufficient abundance and
shversity of food and essential materials to sustain
sy zach vear. This is the seasonal round of those
w0 ive by gathering, fishing, and hunung; us pre-
sige shape 15 conditioned by the local landscape. but
s a culturai producs nonetheless. a creation of the
rnan ing.

Many piaces are named for partcularly note-
worshv plants, animals, or minerals found there. or
‘ot reiated activities accompiished there. Some
esaimples:

Kalamdt. “vellow pond lily™ ! Nuphar
pofysepalum, names a meadow and pond in the
southern Cascade Mountains of Washington where
berries were picked in late summer; it is also the site
of 1 historic Incian horse racing track i Norton, Bovd,
and Hunn 1983

Panki, the edible roat Tauschia hooveri, gives its
natne to the area just sbove Sentinel Gap, near
present-day Vantage on the Columbia River
Relander 1956:32}

Tiskdya, "Skunk.” as a character in myth, is the
name ot  mountain a few miles below present-day
Packwood i Lewis County (Jacobs 193+4:32,

Wawvik-ma, “common poorwills.” designates
bath 1 willage on the lower Snake River (Rigsby
1903:39; and the lower Snake River people (Jacobs
[531:840

More often a plant or animal name is modified
bx a reduplicaton {doubling part or all of a word—
this usually suggests simall size or large numbers of
something in Sshapting or by adding the possessive
sutfix -ami or the suthix -a8 {"place of ™ or some van-
ant therenf, Some examples:

Nink-nank, “manv cedars,” tor a place below
Cowlitz Fails on the Cowlitz. River {Jacobs 193+:230).

Puausdi or Pauspuadi (Hymes 1976:20), “of
Utiipess” ar “many unipers,” for present-day Red-
mind, Oregon, and for a dip-netting site just below
Mlderdale, Klickitat County, Washingson.

Sq*la-nmi. "of mountain beaver,” for a big
mountain near White Pass {Jacobs 1934:231).

~ Taxds-as, "Indian hemp place,” for lower Crab
Creex, Grant County; it is treputed that Indian hemp
{Apocynum cannabinum) here was of such fine gual-
it}' that battles were fought to control it {Relander
936:312),

X*in-a8, “large-scale sucker place,” for Moses
Lake, Grant County, or for a campsite on the lake;
this name also indicates a creek two miles above
Nesika, Lewis County {Jacobs 1931:230).

X*ivat-nmi, “of white agates,” for a stream that

Figure 1. Each spring Plateau Indian elders of the
Wiashani faith—also known as the Seven Drums or
Longhouse religion—prepare to give thanks to the Earth
and Sun for the annual regeneration of their sacred
traditional foods. Select groups of elders are sent out the
week before the thanksgiving feast (kd Mwir, in Sahaptinj to
gather roots and greens and to catch a supply of fresh
salmon. These toods are brought to the longhouses,
prepared, and served o the congregations the following
Sunday. Here James Selam, Sara Quaempts, and Delsie
Albert Selam offer pravers before collecting bitterroet
(Lewisia rediviva; pyaxt, in Sahaptin) for the Rock Creek
Longheuse feast. Photograph by Eugene Hunn

Figure 2. The high eastern prominence of the Rattlesnake
Hills dominates the Tri-Cities skyline. [t is called Laliik in
Sahaptin and is sacred: & way station for spirits of the dead
rising to hcaven. Phetograph by Eugene Hunn.



Figure 3. Native people gaffing for salmon at Celilo Falis,
east of the Dalles, about 19001920, Photography by
AL Prentiss, courtesy of Special Caollections Division,
Universite of Washington Libraries neg. #NA 745,

heads near White Pass (Jacobs 1934:234),

Priyv-pnay, “many pastles,” for a spring camp-
site an Alder Creek. Klickitat County, where roots
are pounded and dried.

Qfyvak-awas, “gaff-hooking place,” for a fishing
site at Celilo Falls.

Sapawilalat-pama, “for sct-netting,” another site
at Celilo Falls, where large-mouthed dip-nets were
fixed by lines beneath a fish jumping place.

Place name nomenclature alwavs reflects an
individual point of view, An exhaustive inventorv of a
region’ place names, however, will considerably
exceed anv single individualk repertorv.

CreLILO FALls

A few miles below the mouth of the Deschutes a
basalt ridee cuts across the Columbia Rivers course,
This ts Celilo Falls, "The Celilo Falls area 15 now
fooded by the Dalles Dam | Here and for the next
ten miles the full force of the Columbia is shunted
through a series of narrow passages. {The lower
reaches of this tumultuous streteh of river were called
“the dalles” by the early French-Canadian fur trap-
pers. The namesake Oregan citv is located a few
miles further downstream. ) At high water in June the
river surees up and over these obstructions, but when
the flood recedes channels open throuah which the
salmon force their way, driven to return to spawn in
thesr natal streams. The salmon surge past in sharp
pulses: spring Chinook salmon in early AMav, bluc-

back salmon in July. then summer runs of Chinool
and steelhead followed in early September by the
heavy fall Chinook run and i Oczober by silver
salmon. The complex configuration of channels apg
eddies on this streteh of the Columbia provided
excellent fishing for men armed with dip-nets. gaif
hooks, or spears [Hg. 3% A large sumpius of fish wy:
dried and stored for later use or for barter and trade,
Local fishermen hosted several thousand visitors di;r
ing summer and full while thev watted for the run; 1y
pass. The region of the great falls and the dalles was 4
great emporium that brought together peoples within
a radius of several hundred miles.

James Selam, a fluent native speaker of the
Columnbia River Sahaptin language. was born in 1713
and raised between Rock Creek and the John D
River some thirty miles uprniver from Celilo Falis Hys
father shared rights bv inherizance to use certain tish.
ing stations at the Great Falls. Thus James Selam
witnessed Native fishing practices there as a child and
voung adult during the 19205 and 1930s. By consuit-
ing a map that showed the contours of the flls before
thev were inundated by the Dalles Dam, James
Setam recalled 15 named sites within the singlc
square mile El‘lCOmpaSSil‘lU *hc fail ihg 4 Ba-

far from complcte vet the dotam Hc can stll' -'{‘m‘;
graphicallv llustrate the complexitv of traditional
geographic perceptions at this key fishery. \Io> el
these names denote fishmg sites that belenged o par-
ticular families and were ofien named ior the fishing
practices appropricte to each site,

The Columbia River itseif is known throu"Hc}ut
the Sahaptm speech area simply as né'i-wdna,
river.” Some major vitlages are occupied during e
summer, others during the winter or vear-around.
These village names apply not oniv to the villages
themselves, but also to the region immeds: atelv su-
rounding the village. As such, the term might
subsume other named sites.

The name of a village might also be used for the
eroup of people who lived there. Thus waydm was
the sumimner village on the Oregon side of the river at
Celilo Falls; the people of that village were the
wayam-tama, though thev retired during the winler
meonths to the more sheltered village site of qux &
the mouth of the Deschutes River ¢ Rigshy 19635% OF
to a village just up the Deschutes called wanwdwi
NViurdock 1938:397

Their closest neighbors were the skin-tama.
residents of the permanent village of skin on the
Washington shore at the falls. This village, built 073
sandv beach just below the falls, is named for -
prominent rock formation on the Washingtot 2% at

the lip of the {alls. This rock resembled a cradiz-
board —which 1s the litera]l meaning of sk - an
alludes to a myth of the origin of salmon. ta thic
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igure 4. Celite Fulls fishing sites, 1930, James Selam
raned and jocated these sites in (987 Beecause his familv
beinnged to the cotnmunity at S¥in, he claimed limited
kivswledge of the hishing places on the Oregon side of the
Coanmbia River. Selam described how he and other
ciulidren used fo fish at Tidas, one of his family’ sites, in

The village was built on the rocks above the sandy beach
at the Toot of the falls. There were many drving sheds
teviiwtas® there, SKin people seined off the sandy beach and
set a gilinet fust below Niinu. This net was 300300 feet
ling; the cateh was shared by all tanilies of the village.
The village women worked together to muke the long net.
The Maiawila area was a high-water fishing site. At
Toaivtpama, a bed of pale flat stones undes clear water
scrinated spear fishing, At Supawilaiatatpama, the river fell
% to 10 teei. Fishermen held their dipnets helow the kalls in
otder ta carch the leaping salmon. Drving sheds were set
up in summer on Amdw dater known as “Big Island” by
Wavam e, Celilo] fishermen). The materials and gear
were brought actoss by canae or boat. Awxaniyéas

{“standing place”) was a site where seven men stood in a
line dipping into the rushing current jthe whole island was
subsequently named “Standing Istand™). In the early days it
was necessary to swim from Awxandvéad to reach Swz‘iyéai.
A dipnet on a long pole {over 2} feet long} was necded to
reach the current here. This site helonged to Chief Tommy
Thompsens family and thus the island came to be known
as “Chief [sland.” The rock called Atiim stood at the very
lip of the falls. In the early 1930s it came to be called
“Alberts Island” after the familv that claimed it then, [t was
accessible at low water by boat, though a cable was
stretehied acrass to it from Taffes Hshwheel catly in this
century. Pdépas was the location of several high-water
fishing sites. [t was a narrow channel favored for catching
“eels,” apparently the same as that known as Downes’
Channel. The current here turned the best of Taffes
fishwheels {Donaldson and Cramer 1971: 1101 “Old T.ady”
rock was tabooed.

From Hunn, .5, with | Selam and Family: 1990, Nek'i-
Wana, "The Big River™: Mid-Columbia [ndians and Their
Land. Seattle: University of Washington Press.



Figure 5. Delsic Albert Selamn holds a “cous” oot
Lomatium enustin her hand., Cous—-a naime borrowed
fromn Nez Ferce onginally -—is one of a dozen species of the
genus Lomatium of the carres familyy named and used as

foed or medicine by Native peoples of eastern Washington,
Photograph by Lugene Funn.

nivth the Swallow Sisters (five mythological betngs in
the form of birds; have dammed the nver, preventing
the salmon from migrating upstream to spawn and
thus depriving the upriver peoples of their Hvelihood.
The mvihological superhero Covote, disguised as a
haby, straps himself to a cradieboard and floats down
the river to Celilo. There he deceives the Swallow
Sisters who fake him in as a foundling. While the sis-
ters are away digging roots m the nearby hills (as the
women of skin families still doi, Covote destroys the
dam and releases the salmon to return to the streams
of *heir birth {¢f. Beavert 197434370 (See article by
Martin Louic, this volume. | The cradle-shaped rock
for which this village and its people were named was
destraved during construction of the railroad bridge
across the west end of the falls,

Figure 6. The camas lilv (Camassia quamash in flawer
Camas, an important edible bulb, was abundant at Kimtas
cast of LHensburg and near Glenwood in Kiickitat Couney
before the meadows were plowed by settlers. Hundrede of
indians camped on these meadows for a week or tve o
June harvesting a vears supply of camas. an aceasion ot
harse racing, gambling, and intense social activin. The
word “camas” comes from the Nez Perce. Pliotograph by
Eugene Hunn

Lewis and Clark described Celilo Falls: = The
waters Is divided into Several narrow chancls which
pass through a hard black rock forming lslands “{.
rocks at this Stage of the water, on those Island: af
1ocks. 1 observe great numbers of Stacks of ponded
Sabmon neetly preserved. . " ¢ Thwaites 1959, 1ol
31481 The two largest of those islands are knowo
locallv as “Kiska” and “Big Island.™ "Papouvse.”
“Chief,” and “Standing” are local names for sirnaller
islands that split the main channei between Big
Island and the mainland at the head of the fal- it
the QOregon side. B

Native nomenclature—as James Selan: o

in that the islands themselves were not named
“Kiska Istand™ 15 a corruption of the Sahaptir terit

e o
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5 just beneath the

o of the currenc highlighted <he agrating nish
ev conld e easiiv speared. At sapawilalat-pama,
=i sesenetting,” Tsh eaped from the water in their
cdorns wsurmount the falls. A wide-mouthed nes
o~ .‘.'.Zh -ines cacght the fish as they =il hack.

Siz Tsland was catled simpey amawi, “island.”
It v tocated imnedtatelv opposite the village of
wandm -about where the Celilo Longhouse stands
today - and was reached oy cance from the wavdm
'undings. About the turn of the century, an overhead
cahie was stretched to Big Istand from the Seufert
brothers Turmwater fish wheet and fish processing
pperaton an e Oregon shore to transport Nutive
fshermien and rheir catches (Donaldsen and Cramer
197025 Drving sheds were built en Big [sland to
sepvice a numzer of fishing stations on the islands

aorihesst point. but James Selam could not recall the

mares of these siees. “Clief Island™ was sa called

becanse Chiet Tomrny Thompsen, dast of the tradi-
funal salmon cliefs ~leaders with the spiritual
autherity o regulate ishing—nad had his fishing
piaces, collectivelv designated §wdyvéas, there.
“Standing Island” was named for a tishing site at the
ciaviel between it and Chief Island. It was known in
S.J!'::
like “standing at the Hip of the falls. " Here seven men
stanling cowsd dip-net salmon together. The fisher-
men swept their long-handled dip nets with the
current, feeling for fish in the roiling water. When-
ever a fisiv was aetted, the successtul fisherman
stepped Back to be replaced by another,

A simall rock between the northeast corner of
Starding Island and the Oregon shore was called
tména, “old woman.” Just above was an island at the
tep of the falls where 1LH. "laffe set up three fish
wheels and a cannery about 1890 (Donatdson and
Cramier 1971:2091. ]ust below these wheels was
pil'pas, “channel,” a good site for catching “eels”
‘Pacific lamprevl, “Gaff-hooking place,” q'Tyak-awas,
was located on the north shore of Standing Island.

:tin as awxandyéa$, which means something

St miles upiver from Cedilo is Alder Greek, an
abscrire stream that drains the Horse Heaven Hills in
tireme enstern Klickstat County, Washington. This
15 3 fand of sere hills, of {high winds, of extremes of

Figure 7. A large collecting basket fanps) full of camas
bulbs (xmaas or wadka'mu) readyv to be cleaned prior to
baking in the underground oven. Photograph by Eugenc
Hummn.



hestind cold. retioved by an secasional creck
crowvded with thicsty alders, cottonweods, and wil-
Jows. bsowas true of vidtuatly every Columbia
:riL:-ur.'.r_\: a village was sifated at the contluencc of
Alder Creek with the Big River. a small village
RUOWIL a8 Dwawl.

The vid winter village was bunit on the Colum-
Sia River Hood siam just below the mouth of the
creek I was oeoupied only during winter low-water
periods, when fooding was no problem. ; When
Delsie Selam James Sclams sister-in-law) and Sara
Quaemipis - Delsie Selams cousin’ were voung girls in
the late 19205, thev lived in a tule-mat longhouse on
Alder Creek at 55 junction with Six-Prong Creek, a
fow miies above he mouth of Alder Cieek. Here thev
were sheltered from the winds that whip up the
Columbia River by 3 high ridge known as dwtas, lit-
erally “wound.” Thev climbed to its summit in
winter to harvest the corms of mariposa lilv (Cal-
ochortus macrocarpus), an emergency winter ration.
From there thev could see the whole of the Sahaptin
world, Todav their ancestral burial ground rests on
the southeasters: shoulder of the ndge,

Earlv each spring the Alder Creck families trav-
eied up the creek through a series of camps, biding a
week or so at each until the nearby root supplies were
exhausted. Sweat Lodge Camp, x*ivayd-mi, was vis-
sted bwoce each spring, very early to harvest the first
Indian celeries, the sprouts of Gravs desert parsley
iLometium grgvi], and later for roots. Pndy-pnay,
“Manv Pestles) " s an important hitterroot {Lewisia
rediviva) ground on the ridge west ot Spring Canvon,
an arca Sarz Quaempts and Delsie Selam still vegu-
larlv visit on root-gathering excursions. “Vany
Pestles™ may refer to the rhvthmic percussion of the
women pounding desert parsley (Lomativm) roots in
their vak martars. The root meal was then molded
with the fingers to make a cake that kept indefinitely

when dried. Cottontails, for which Cottontail Burrow

Camp. avk™s-mi tdnawt, was named, were pulled
from theit burraws with a specially shaped stick. The
meat was eaten and the pelt made into warm winter
sceks. The sweat lodge at Sweat Lodge Camp plaved
a key role in Native ]1tL Fach maorning at dawn. first
the 1men and then the women entered the lodge. a
wiliow frame some four feet high scaled with robes.
earth, and grass. River cobbles hcatcd white-hot were
placed on a bearth just inside the entrance, then
sprinkled with water laced with medicinal herbs, The
bathers called out pravers to the Sweat Lodge spint in
the stifling darkness, then emerged into the cold
dawn air. This daily nitual puritied hody and spirit.
Each camp was located where a side canvon
joins that of Alder Creek. Fach was well sheltered
trom the cold winds that huffet the adge crests where
the foud roots must be dug. Each was well supplied
with water in the early spring: tall sagebrush was

aailable in abundance for fitenood. The Spritly gagh-
ering season was short, tor the low hills above thL
Cotumbia at Alder Creek are soon baked drv, Tls
nccessitates 3 second, longer journey across the
Celumbia into the Blue Mountains of Oregon,
which rise above 6,000 feet at the headwaters of the
North Fork of the Jonn Dav River, and remain rich
and green well into June. A spectal desert parsiey
0ot grows here that is found neither on the lower
hitls near Alder Creek nor in the Cascades north of
the Columbia. This is the famed xaw$ [Lomatium
cous, fig. 3}, a term borrowed from Nez Peree and
translated into the local English vernacular as “crys”
and applied quite indiscriminatelv to a variety of div-
tingt Indian root foods, When the cous harvest was
finished, Delsie Selam and Sara Quaempts moved on
to imdavi {now known as Fox Vallev) for camas
1Camassia guamash®, Many Columbia River Native
people gathered there in early summer to dig these
wild Hlv bulbs and to bake them in earthen ovens
until they were sweet 'fig. 5. 71,

INDIaN HEAVEN

fames Selams tamilv. by virtue of their kinship sie to
skKin. fished the stummer and fall saimen runs ar Cei-
ifo. From there thev srekked each summer to their
huckleberry camp southeast of Mt St. Helens to a
place called dyun-ag, “lovage place” ifor dvun, Lig-
usticum canbyvi, a medicinal raotl, in the area now
known as [ndian Heaven. Here they couid escape th
oppressive August heat of the Columbia Vallex. The
women gathered and dried a winters suppiv of b i
leberries and wild Blueherries while the men husise
deer or ranged down into the Columbia Gorge to fish
at the mouths of the White Salmon, Little White
Salmon. and \Wind rvers. According to James Selam.
each community had a traditionaily recognized cam-
ping and berrv-picking area on this high. forestec
ptatean. The Klickitats camped ten roiles north of
dyun-ad at pswawas-waakut, “saw-like,” now calid
the Sawtaoth Huckleberry Tields, All gathered
socialize, trade. and race horses at kalamdt. "ve
pond-lilv.” a broad meadow astride the Klickitat frail
isee Norton, Bovd, and Hunn 1953,

Pond lilies are rare in high mountain meacows
however. when James Selam aud 1 hiked in—
bushwhacking along the overgrown path he had
taken with his parents gver 30 sears before — there
were a tew pond lilies in a shallow warm a: the
meadows edge. An incongroous heron flushed
squawking at our approach. Although the por ‘:i].‘
was a staple food of the Klamath pcop]c of sourem
Oregon, it was not used by local Native groups.
this meadows namesake was imemorable not se

for its economic value but for its surprising prese e
far from its expected haunts,
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TR ALY ziven thar Nabae Amenan nernenclatin
Coeecn ecotiically momvated. Ter mative peo-
nographic forms mav reftesr dewper myvtheea

.. Aaraspor ust ot Stere Highway [4) high
shene e Columbia Rives apposite the mouth o the

[N

[Hesct
e Covere 2id when he cainteg navitd, the

James Scitatn mnaicared the exacrt »pot
alie
Gy silowing Monster” thar dwelied long ago in 2
doep o0l i the river below. Selam pointed to a nar-
o derile below us dhat led dewn to the water. This
hud seen gouged by Covore as be was dragged into
the pnsters cavernous maw. Covote tound all sarts
of nerple trapped inside. Gozziv Bear, Woit, Rattle-
,[1.ch 211 sorts of oower tu e g5 were Bow erless to
. But Covote had come preparsd. He pulled
s finder. kindling. and Aint, bult a fire beneath the
munsters heart, and proceeded o hack at its moor-
ings with his krife. Covote led the Animal Peopie to
freedom from toe belly of rhe dving beast, some
escaping by its mouth. others n the ppposite
dircenion.
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