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DEDICATION 

To those who believe a man must have a 
big heart to be a true chief. And to those who 
also beli eve that unless chiefs, both red and 
white, kee p the treaties as they were written, 
the time may come when there will be more 
"Last Wanapums." 
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CHAPTER I 

THE WANAPUMS OR RIVER 
PEOPLE 

FIR.l\f-FLESHED CHINOOK SALMON, THE FIRST OF THE 

spring run, threshed upstream against the swirling 
currents of the Chiawana (Columbia River.) 1 Tire­
lessly they churned through the glacial-green waters 
that boil ed downstream from rock-ribbed t.:anyons in 
Canada. 

Some of the salmon, eventually bruised and crushed 
by the relentless downsweep of the water, fell by the 
wayside. Hundreds were speared and lifted out of the 
cold water. Others were ensnared in the cigar-shaped 
traps made of willow withes; but uncounted thousands 
ran the gantlet of the fisheries . Pushing ahead until 
exhausted, they fanned out into smaller streams to 
spawn in gravel beds, die, and complete their life cycle 
-a pilgrimage to the sea. 

Eager Indians waited for the big fish at every rapid 
along the seven-hundred-mile run to the spawning beds. 
The people called the spring chinooks nasau. They pre­
ferred them to other kinds of food fish that came later 
in the season because the early chinooks were easier 
to prepare and retained their freshness longer. 

Fishing was good at Priest Rapids on the Columbia 

1 Chiawana, literall y, "Big River." See L. V . McWhorter, 
H ear .1/e, .l!-!! Chiefs ( Caldwell, Idaho, 1952), p. 77, given there 
as "Che 'Nana." (Footnotes throughout give sources fo r supple­
mental n !atling, occas ional citations, or extended interpretation. ) 
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River in eastern Washington, the home of the Wana­
pums (River People)/ the name given to them by 
cognate tribes. Spirits ran high because the icicles of 
winter had thawed and slipped from the skies . Every­
one was happy with the pure feeling of contentment-­
everyone but a few of the elders and th e doctors, the 
shamans or medicine men whose strong powers ca me 
from fasting and years of praying. One of them, the 
Old One, sat disco nsolately atop a water-polished lava 
rock, dreaming of the past and thinking about the 
future. 

"It is evil-evil," he muttered as he commenced to 
chant. Swaying his withered body from side to side in 
time with his incantation, he wailed, "Oh, Nami Piap 
(Creator), oh, Brother, forgive them. They are taking 
nasau (salmon), eating and forgetting that the first are 
for you.3 My Brother, they have forgotten the dark 
days of long ago and laugh when I warn them that the 
black days will return. Forgive them, oh, Watcher 
in the Sky and Keeper of the Earth, forgive them." 

The din of celebration intensified in the tule-mat 
houses of the village that sprawled on the sand flat 
near the river. It had been a long, cold winter and 
stomachs had been empty at many mea ltimes. The 
salmon run brought food for feasting-easy-to-get 
food. This was spring, the time of chanting rain that 
washed away memories of a dreary winter. Moods, 
turned sour by loafing, gave way to a feeling of un­
restrained security. 

Thin, blue smoke wisped from the cook ing fires 

~ Ibid., . 76. See James Mooney, "The Ghos t Da nce Rel igion 
and the Sioux Outbreak of 1890' (Fourteenth Annu a l Repo rt 
of the Bureau of American Ethnology, 1892-93, Part II [Wash­
ington, D.C., 1896)), p. 7a5 . 

J A. L. Kroeber, Handbook of the_ Indians oi_ Ca /ifoi-nia 
(Bureau of America n Ethnology Bulle tm Seventy-E ight [Wash­
ington, 1925]), pp . 53, 60, 104, 188, 294, 313, -1 39. 
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where the women stripped thick slabs off the big fish, 
sp iked the meat on sharpened slivers of wood and set 
the oily, red flesh at an angle so that it caught the 
bbs t of heat from the coals. Fat dripped from the 
sizzling meat and sputtered in the embers, sending out 
a temptation-laden odor. The tantalizing scents irri­
tated the Old One and he shook hi s deer-hoof rattle 
more vigorously and commenced another song. 

Ifo turned his leathery face upstream, facing 
Beverly Gap, where the Columbia River poured 
through a cut in the long arm of Saddle Mountain. 

Clos ing his red-rimmed eyes that were nearly 
blinded by the bea tin g icy winds of winter, the sting 
of summer dus t, and the inflaming ache of camp smoke, 
he fini shed his wail and mused, " Soon I shall not be 
ab le to see Wasa tos (Saddle Mountain). Soon my peo­
ple will carry me up the bluff and bury me beneath the 
broke n bodies of rocks. I fear my ghost will roam for­
eve r up and down the river because Nami Piap is 
a ngry." 

The evening wind whipped down river through the 
gap, tugged at the tuft of eagle clown atop the Old 
One's fur cap and the shell spangles pendent from his 
sc rawny neck a nd sun-dried arms. As the Old One 
mused , a curious little boy, his eyes wide with the 
visions he was dreaming, crept cautiously onto the 
rock. As timid as a mouse, the Little One crouched at 
arm's length from the melancholy medicine man who 
was locked in a small world of sorrow. 

Sensing the child's hunger for knowledge, the Old 
One spoke. "Little One, yo u are growing into a new 
world. Before I am laid away in my burial mat and it 
cracks and crumbles into dust, it is time you learn of 
the sad ways of our people. It is time you forget the 
s inging Little People playing in the sun. The centuries 
are for the young. For us old men, there is only one 
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short hour. Soon yo u will go out and find yo ur guardian 
spirit and it might be a strong enough power that it 
will help yo u show the people how to live after th eir 
thousa nd years of uneasy death. 

"As I s tand he re today and as Anh (Sun) s tamb 
in the sky to be my witness, remembe r well my story . 
The time is co ming when [ must go back into the earlh 
whose dus t lives forever. We live, we die, and, like 
the grass and trees, r enew ourselves from the sof t clods 
of the grave. Stones crumble and decay, faiths grow 
old and they are forgotten, but new beliefs are born. 
The faith of the villages is dust now, but it will grow 
again like the trees." 

The old medicine man told the Littl e One that in t he 
years to co me salmon would forsake th e riYcr. lea ving 
the people writhing with twisted bellies, pulled tight 
by hunger . He told how three times, in the very long 
ago, Nami Piap warned that when the people forgot 
the old ways they would be puni shed. The warning was 
unheeded in the days of Anhyi (Sun Man) and Chai­
wash Chilni (One-Legged Abalone Man). 

He tol1l how tire came once long ago to llllrn out Lhe 
world. Another time, water overran the land; and a 
third time, the wind came with talons that tore the 
earth and crushed the forgetful ones . A t'ter ages of 
darkness, life a rose from the dust and deso lation o t' 
death. Na.mi Piap has told the people that there will be 
one more warning and then the world will turn over, 
washing- the land dean of hatred, lu s t, and strife . 

The last warning was so long ago that no one re­
members when. It was after the sun left the ri ve r and 
went into the sky. It was long before the anci ent ani­
mal people lived along the river-even before the time 
Speelyi (Coyote)• was se nt to prepare the anci ent ones 

-1 Speelyi, Coyote the hero; spelyah , " coyote ," the animal. 

9 
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for th e coming of the Indians. The two strong men 
_-\nhyi and Chalwash Chilni, lived on the Sacred Island' 
called Chalwash Chilni, at P'na;' and on the smalle; 
Panhandle Is land, just downs tream. Alhaih (Moon) ti 

and IIaslo (Star) were there, too; but their medicines 
were weak. 

S un Man's favorite fishing place was on the island 
wh ere the water gushed through the Hole in the R oc k 
and the salmon flipped onto the flat stone where he 
s truck them with a club, killing them. 

Sun Man and Abalone Man were friends until they 
riuarreled about the law that salmon could not be 
ca ught with a dip net in the manner of the people 
lowe r on the rive r. Abalone Man, being the stronger, 
k1lled S un l\Ian and cut off his head. Sun }fan's body 
was thrown into the river and there, with arms and 
legs outstretched and head not far away, it remains to 
this day. 

Because Abalone Man killed Sun Man, Nami Piap 
was angry and sent darkness. He filled the air with 
fire and ashes. One-Legged Abalone Man had no place 
to stay, so he wandered down the river to join his peo­
pl~ in the ocean and never returned to Priest Rapids. 
After that, Nami Piap created the ancient people and 
sent Anhyi into the sky to sit still all the time and warm 
the world. There was no darkness and no winter, just 
sp ring and summer. No one worked to get food and 
eve~yone was happy. They played and slept, their 
bellies full of strength . No one worried about the 
winter and the stinging cold that comes with it, and 
no one hungered and grew lean. It was just like the old 
days when Speelyi roamed along the river. 

5 P'na, the name for the village and general area at Priest 
Rapids. 

6 Alhaih , the same word for "moon" or "month" in the Wana­
pum language. 
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When the peo ple were hungry they gat hered in thei r 
houses, squatting cross- legged on the twisted mats. 7, ~ 

They clo::iecl their eyes a nd the headman led th em in 
::; inging . Seven times they sang, a nd when they ope ned 
their eye::; there were baskets full of food- like nothing 
known today. 

They lived, happy and co ntented, without knowl edge 
of wrongdoing or ev il , until the leade r di ed. They ·o r­
rowed for him, wailing so long that they forgot eve ry­
thing but their grief. They even forgot the food­
bringing chant. This caused Nami Piap to become 
angry. To punish them, he sent Anh to hide behind the 
mountain. Then darkness ca me and co ld and clammy 
dampness walked heav ily across the land, chilling the 
earth Anh had warmed. The te rrified peo ple clus te red 
in their lodges, shiverin g as cold bit t heir bodies. Hun­
ger and fear took over their hearts. Many died of star­
vation, and others wandered away a nd were lost. 

When only a handful were left on the Sacred Is land, 
a young man who remembered the pas t and could see 
into the future, summoned the s mall band. "We've 
forgotten the sacred so ng that brings food. Let 11 s try 
to recall it," he said. "We have remem!Je red only fal::;e 
things of littl e worth." 

So the people crawled through th e darkness in to his 
lodge. Huddling in a circle and closing their eyes, they 
tried to s ing. Word by word, bit by bit, th ey pi eced 
the song together and the young man led them. Seven 
times they sang and then the dark silence was broken 
by the awesome voice of Nami Piap. 

"You have forgotten me," thundered the great vo ice. 

7 James G. Swan, Th e Northwes t Coas t; or , Th ree 1·eru-.~• 
R es iden ce in Washington T erritory (New York, 1857), pp . Hil-
62 . 

8 T . T. Waterman and Ruth Greiner, Ind ian fl 011ses of P11gc t 
Som1Cl (Indi an Notes and Monographs. Miscell aneous No . () 
[New York, 1921)), pp. 37-39. 

TIIE \V...\. N .-\ PU:\I S OR RIVER PEOPLE 27 

"You have forsaken yo ur ways. That was wrong and 
I ca nnot fo rgive you ; but, beca use yo u a r e my people, 
I will not let yo u peri sh. You will live, but not in the 
easy way yo u have known. 

"S un will warm you again, but only part of the time. 
He will go away, but he will return eac h morning. I 
will g ive yo u Moon and Star to watch over yo u by 
night. No more will I send foo d to your houses. You 
must work to get your food; those who do not will die. 
You will suffer. Remember that I am the P ower who 
give::; you foo d a nd makes it possible for yo u to find it. 

" On this is land I will put food for a ll ," said the 
g reat vo ice of Na mi Piap. "There will be times of cold 
and times of warmth; therefore, you mus t lea rn a new 
wa.v of li fe. E very seventh time that Sun visits you, 
dan ce and sing. When the food grows each spring, hold 
a feast of thanksgiving,° sharing the new roots and 
the tirs t sa lmon ; because everything grows to be shared. 
Dance and s ing so I may know you are r emembering. 
Never taste the first food without doing that. Do not 
forc e me to take Sun away aga in; beca use if you do, 
you will fo r ever wander in darkness and dampness 
where there are on ly snakes and frogs to eat." 

When Nami Piap ceased speaking, the dull glow of 
moonlight touched ligh t ly on the mounta in ridges and 
filter ed across the river and the Sacred Island. The 
darkened sky clear ed and overflowed with an unknown 
sea of stars. Nami Piap thought and ·his thoughts 
crea ted food and life for the people.10 

:i William B . Newell, "Than ksgivin g," Indians at W ork, 
Dece mbe r 1, 1936, p. 28. " . . . When Lincoln issued his 
Th_anksg iving Da~ proclamation it was to thank the Great 
Sp1n t for the f n11ts of the ea rth. Tt was the first rea l Indian 
Thanksgiv ing a nd it had taken the whites many years to lea rn 
what a r eal Thanksg ivi ng Day should be like ... the .-\meric an 
Indian was t he r eal ori i; inato r ... . " 

ltJ J ohn Ballard. inte r pr eted by Walter Eag-le at the First 
Congregational Church, May 20, 1()24, at Pocatello, Idaho, on the 
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A big chinook salmon slipped into the ri \'er with a 
splash. "Nasau will be the first to g ive hir:i sel_f to the 
Indian for food," sa id the tish . Nasau lef t lu s mark 
on the medicine rock, the key of Wanapum life that 

stands on the is land. 
"I," said Choos (Water), "will g ive myself to th_e 

Nahtite (Indian) . Sa lmon will live in me." That is 
why the Wanapums eat a Liite of salmon first and t hen 
take a sip of water at their fir st -foods feast of th a nks-

giving. 
Then one by one, ever y bird and a nimal , ever y r oot, 

plant, tree, a nd berry, was r eleased from a prison of 
long darkness. Skollcol, 11 the bulb food root that grows 
on Badger }\fountain and at Soap Lake, left its m,irk 

011 
the rock. So did Yamish, the long-antlen~d dee _r. 

Finally Weo hno (Huckleberry ) was freed. Weohno 1s 
the last of the Indian foods to ripen . After that the 
monsters of da rkness were turned into two b ig wh ite 
r ocks, like horses, and they are still on the forb idden 

is land. 
When the medi cine man fini s hed telling hi s story, 

the agony of terror was etched deeply on hi s face as ~e 
thought of the s ins of the people. "That is what will 
happen again ," he prophes ied , and he warned the lloy 
how to li ve in the ancient way, dance t he old dances, 
sing the old songs that co me from the sky, a nd hold the 
first-foods feasts of thanksgiving. 

b" -t "The Reli g ion of t he Indi an." " ... onr Fath er 
~~o ~t;ht us land . . .. H e di<l it with Hi s thou1;ht . . . ; H e _le~~ 
us eve r y li v ing thing. Therefore I beli eve that al..JO_ve ,dl t hin ~s 
w-

1
t er is the mother of na tu ra l l1£e ... my heart be,1ts with th,1t 

w~ter that H e left in my body an <l you arc also like me - - • 
you have water in your bod ies." 

11 Sko lkol. This food roo t , for which th e V( a napums a~one 
wer e known', is pronounced by them much hke Sok ulk , the ~amc 
appli ed to the peop le by Lew is and Clark in 1805, a n appclat_1br 
which mean s nothing to a ny r emnants _o f the tribe. It 1s p~ssi e 
that the Indians interp re ted the inq uir y as a r eq u~s t f~f food 
and r eferr ed to s /.:olk ol. T ape r eco rd mg m authors co ectwn 
shows close s imilarity. 
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That is t he sto r.\' of how the spark of a new r eligion 
\\"as ho rn among the Wanap ums at Priest Rapids. It is 
the same Wanapum story of creation, told by Smo­
wha la. 1~ the Dreamer, to his so n, Yoyouni , and to Puck 
!-Ir:h Toot, the Las t Prophet of the Wanapums, who 
1s Smow hala ':; nephew. 

S un, Moo n, and S tar, the sac red trinity of the Wana­
pums. were handed dow n in legend and were inter­
woven with the Washat 1

~ dance, developed to its per­
fect ion by Smowhala . 

The is land is as sac red to the last Wanapums as it 
was to the extensive tribe, the Sokulks, who lived along 
t he Columbia Ri ve r a century and a half ago. 

. There a r e at least one hundred and fifty examples 
()t unus ual petrograph ic a rt on t he is land , a nd there is, 
too, a n a nimalist ic carving with easily recognizable 
e~es, mouth, teeth , nostrils and ribs, following a dis­
tmct pattern. There a re also two large white rocks 
with car ved heads. In the lower part of the is land 
ha lfway between the rushing rapids on either side, i; 
t he stone on which a nimals, birds, and plants left their 
mark wh en they were r eleased from darkness and 
g iven to t he peo ple for food. At times it is smothered 
beneath t he sand and ca nnot be easily found. Another 
rock. fractured by t ime, wind, rain, and cold , is incised 
with sunray sy mbols. 

The is land has been inundated by flood only two 

tc S_ee_ Moo ney, op. cit ., _ footnote, p. 717. L ike most Indian 
name~. it appears ma variety of fo rms. Other spellings include 
Imoholla ( mi s print), Srna who la, Smohaller, S noha llow Smo­
ha nl ee, ,smo11 olli e. Smokehole r, Smokell e r, Smuxale. Sm~hollie, 
Snoholler, :::io~1ahal11e. ( S mowhala, pronounced Smo-wha-la 
was chosen a fter carefu l checking with informants, including 
b~tl: . relatives a nd pe rsonal acquaintances of the Dreamer. It 
is furth e r borne out by the pronunciation given by Yakima 
acq ua 1n tances. Tape recording in author's collection.) 

i:i lVashat . pronounced _"was hot." No interpreta ti on is known 
to the iVanapu ms except1ng a s imilarity to the word "to ride" 
pronou nced ' washs hat." ' 
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times in one hundred years. Very old :rn rface burials 
were washed away then. Some old Wanapums sa id the 
big white rocks were horses. Others knew old people 
who had vague recollections that they were white 
bears t hat came from the ocean . One roc k toppled ove r, 
fifty years ago, and has been partially cover ed by sand. 
Part of it has been mutilated. 

The f eeble eml>ers of the new faith smoldered fo r 
centuries among the Wanapums in their dark ages 
along the mighty Columbia, but it was a gene ration 
after the dawn of historic times before it r ene wed and 
burned fiercely. On all sides of the Wanapums, the 
new culture and its panorama of beliefs and amb iti ons 
swirled by, but the River People reta ined their religion 
and their more ancient customs. 

The Columbia River was as unchanging. 
Springing from the glacial fields of the Selkirks and 

the deep, cold, constantly fed lakes in Canada, the 
feeder streams of the Columbia start their long, reck­
less plunge toward the sea; 1~ but not until the icy 
water dashes through twisting miles of black, basalt­
walled canyons does it finally shake itself free on 
the peaceful, gentle coulee below Vantage, a no­
man's land between the Wanapums and the Kawach­
kins , whose chief was Moses. There the Chiawa na 
spreads out and rolls through Beverly Gap, the wedge 
torn through Saddle Mountain. The tapering fin ger 
of Saddle Mountain, made of sand, earth, and basalt, 
loses itself in a desert of sagebrush and dunes as it 
curves southeasterly toward White Bluffs. 

Upstream from where the Columbia River has worn 
through Saddle Mountain is the little town of Beverly, 

14 Pacific lllonthly , XII (January-June, 1908), 660, plate. The 
watershed of the Col umbia River covers 60,000 squa re miles in 
Oregon, 70,000 in Ida ho. 40,000 in W as hin gton, 30,000 in British 
Columbia, and 30,000 in l\fontana. 
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s itting on the eastern slope of the river, its boardwalk 
feet buried in sand and its head and shoulders almost 
constantly buffeted by wind. Just below the gap, 421 
river miles from the Pacific, is the head of Priest 
Rapids, an eleven-mile stretch of the worst water on 
the Columbia. Priest Rapids is the most desolate re­
gion along the entire course of the river. In such an 
isolation, the shifting eyes of the new era easily over­
looked the Wa napums, leaving them alone with nature 
and their religion. 

From the head of the rapids to their foot, 15 seven 
riffles are scatter ed in the river. The first of these takes 
off with a growl and a roar; the others follow after 
intervals of comparative calm. The river drops eighty 
feet during its mad run, an effective block to early navi­
gation. The distance from Vantage to the foot of 
Priest Rapids is twenty-eight miles. It is over eighty 
miles from Vantage to Pasco. The rapids head at 
Borden Springs, fourteen miles downstream from 
Vantage.16 

The second riffle is made dangerous by jagged rocks 
lurking beneath the surface. The third riffle, although 
shallow, is swift. It is followed by six miles of sluggish 
water, broken only by the fourth riffle and additional 
clusters of sharp rocks. 

The Wanapum fisheries were along the three lower 
rapids, where, in places, rocks extend almost across the 
river . It is here that the Sacred Island, where much of 
the r eligion of the Wanapums had its genesis, is lo­
cated. The water boils and foams but the current isn't 
as swift as the final rush where the main channel is cut 
currentwise by a long basaltic mass planted almost in 

15 M. J . Lorraine, Th e Columbia Unveiled (Los Angeles, 
1924) , pp. 301-5. 

1 6 Lieutenant Thomas W. Symons, R eport of an Examination 
oj the Upper Columbia R iver (Washington, 1882 ) , pp. 46-49'. 
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midstream. This creates the Whale Chute of late r 
days, 17 the channel down which the boatmen s ped with 
race-horse s peed for four hazardous miles. The water­
course, close to the right bank, was used by the few 
early-day steamers that made their way cautiously up 
and down Priest Rapids . 

The foot of the rapids was the head of steamboat 
navigation. Here, before the railroad came, was to 
have been a city of importance; because t he landing 
was not only the terminus for the wood-fuel ed stern­
wheelers, but from here heavy-wheeled freighter s left 
overland for the Kittitas and Yakima valleys and then 
trailed over the Military Road across t he Simcoe 
Mountains to The Dalles on the Middle Columbia River. 
From the landing at the foot of the rapids the wagon 
road led northeastward to Colville, Coeur d'Alene, ancl 
Montana. Along this stretch of the Columbia the 
Wanapums had twelve villages, the dominate one be­
ing P'na. 

From the foot of Priest Rapids, downstream to the 
mouth of the Snake River, the current is the s lowest 
to be found anywhere upstream from The Dalles. A limg 
that course Wanapums had fifte en villages, the larges t 
being Towmowtowee (Richland), Chanout (Hanford), 
and Tacht (White Bluffs), cities now within the vast 
governmental holdings of the Atomic Energy Commis­
sion. From Pasco, which was called Kosith, northward 
to Vantage, named Panko by the Wanapums, were 
thirty-five dwelling places. At these sites the River 
People had permanent villages, fisheries, or community 
camps where they met with nomadic tribes. Sca ttered 
between were many places where small family g roups 
lived or where food was cached. When the bands 

11 Interview with Jackson P. Richmond , ret ired ferryboat 
operator of Richmond' s F erry , near Pnest Rapids, October 12, 
1950, Yakima. 
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roa med northward to Soap Lake, westward to the 
Yakima, or eastward to the Palouse on trips lasting 
several months, they hid their food stores and heavy 
camp equipment in cellar caches. 

The river turns almost due east at the foot of the 
rapids. Towa rd the south the land flattens out, climb­
ing slowly into the Yakima River Basin . Across the 
Co lumbia at that point is the Wahluke Slope--desert 
country the old-timers called it--but it turned out to be 
richl y laden with agricultural possibilities and blessed 
by sunshin e that came ea rly in the spring and lingered 
long. 

The ri ve r then makes a vast swing toward the 
so uth, a semi circular sweep at White Bluffs. For ten 
miles it batters aga inst an almost vertical ,\·a ll ranging 
up to s ix hundred feet high. Here was another great 
fi shery and an old graveyard. 18 In the days of the 
Indian wars in which the River People had no violent 
part-the days of the blue-coated soldiers and dra­
goons-here was a military depot. 

The jagged, black rocks of the upstream rapids give 
way to is lands an<l sand bars along its lower reaches. 
Thirty-five miles downstream from the bluffs the 
Yakima River flows into the Columbia from the west. 
The Snake River enters the Chiawana from the east 
nine miles farther downstream. There the Columbia 
begins another long sweeping curve southward and 
eastward until it turns along the Oregon border on 
its final long dash to the Pacific Ocean. 

H ere, at the mingling of the Columbia and Snake 
rivers, was where the Wanapum, Palouse, and neigh­
borin g tribes lived and mer ged. South and east of the 
P ::d ouses, the Walla Wallas, and the Cayuse!½, were the 

18 Symons, R e!)Ort of an Examination of the Upper Columbia 
River, Plate XXTI. 
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cultured Nez Perces, the most impor ta nt tribe of 
Shahaptian stock. 

On both sides of the Columbia River were other 
Shahaptian tribes. The Tenino, the major Shahaptian 
tribe of western Oregon, lived on the middle Deschutes 
River having wrested the present Warm S prings 
·Reser'vation from the Snake Indians in a century- long 
conflict. Numerous small tribes, allied to the Tenino, 
occupied the big stream along the south bank from the 
mouth of the Umatilla River down to The Dalles . At 
Celilo F a lls were the Wyampums, Skeinpahs, Wascop­
ums, Klickitat:~, and Yakimas, all kin dred of the Wana­
pums in tongue, r eligion and, frequently, by marriage. 

By treaty, negotiated by Governor baac I. S tevens 
of Was hington T erri tory on June 9, 1855, 1

~ t he Yaki­
mas and other Shahaptian stock tribes in central and 
eastern Washington ceded territory on both sides of 
the Columbia, extending from the Cascade Range eas t­
ward to the Palouse and Snake rivers and so uthward 
from Lake Chelan to the Columbia. The Yakima Reser­
vation was created and the fourteen tribes that were 
herded onto it by the armed might of the new civiliza­
tion became the Yakima Nation . 

The Palouses, like the Wanapums, refused to recog­
nize any treaty, but family ti es drew them to rese rva­
tions where most of them soon became assimilated an d 
their pure Palouse blood was thinned. Only a handful 
of the Palouses clung to their old homes on the Snake 
River, there to grow old and die. 

South of the Wanapums were the Chamnapums and 
the Wallulapums, dis tinct bands, although so close ly 
related to the River P eople that their di a lects were 

19 Charles J . Kappler, Indian Affair.~: Laws and Treaties 
(2 vols.; W ash ing-ton, 1904) , II , 6!l8-?02. T reaty with the 
Yakima, June 9, 1855, 12 Stat. % 1. Rat ified Mar. 8, 1859, pro­
claimed Apr. 18, 1859. 

' \ 

THE WANAPUMS OR RIVER PEOPLE 35 

nearly identical. They were all known by the general 
na me, "River People." 

Along the Wa lla Walla River to the south, and on the 
eas t bank of the Co lumbia from the Snake River to the 
Uma tilla River, were the Walla Wallas. By treaty, also 
negotiated in 1855,~0 they agreed to go upon the Uma­
tilla Reservation together with the Umatillas and 
Cay uses. 

All these tribes, excepting the Cayuse, belong to one 
linguistic stock, the Shahaptian-their language vary­
ing mainly in dialect. 

It was ove r this te rritory and among the many bands 
compos ing it that Smow hala spread his Dreamer faith. 
It was called the Wa shani and was contemporaneous, 
in later yea r s, with the Waptasi (Feather Cult). It 
did not stop there, but penetrated southward deep into 
the Walpapi Snake Country and the territory of the 
Bannocks and northward to the Kawachkins, the Spo­
kanes, and even beyond to more distant tribes. 

Born in the era of exploration, before the Upsuch 
(Greedy Ones) poured westward like masses of clouds 
blown before the wind, the new faith flourished for a 
t ime. Despite gloomy conditions, it left its mark­
eve n unto the third generation. It will never die, Smo­
whala told the Wanapums, so long as there are men 
who refuse to cut their long braids, continue to eat the 
old Indian foods, and seek great truths in lonely places. 

As the new faith spread across the Northwest like 
r es tless weather, other news traveled faster and over 
gr eater distances, following the natural waterways 
and traveling from camp to camp.21 

w Ibid., pp. 702-6. June 11, 1855. 12 Stat. 9-57. Ratified .Mar. 
8, 1859. Proclaimed Apr. 29, 1859. Ibid., Treaty with the Nez 
P erces . June !l, 1863. 14 Stat. 647. Ratified Apr. 17, 1867, pro­
cla imed Apr. 20, 1867. 

~
1 Reuben Gold Thwaites, ed. , Original J ournals of the Lewis 

and Clark Expedition , 1804-1806 (7 vo ls. and atlas; New York, 
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Dreams and prophecies blown a liout t he Indian 
co untry by the rned ici ne men wer e not conjured by 
savage imagination. They were based on fragments 
of stories from the sea lanes, the Coast Indians on the 
west and the Plains tribes on the eas t. The dire 
prophecies of the long-li raided doctors anledated, liy 
ma ny yea r s, the coming of the first whi te men. 

The news was welcomed by the µeople at first, prom­
is ing as it did another and easier way of li fe . The li fe 
of the Indian , before he was ove rwhelmed by the ,vhite 
man's civili zation, was not always easy . Although the 
:myapos (white people) brought ev il , t hey a lso brought 
a manner of living t hat tempted the Indian with foo d, 
new weapons , and other luxuri es he had never known. 

Suffering and sickness, fo r ecast by the old medicine 
man at Priest Rapids, ravaged mercilessly up and 
down the Columbia and Sna ke rivers, extermina t ing 
en tire villages before the suyapos came. Other death­
laden ep idemics followed and hover ed about the Indian 
camps . 

Lewis and Clark made their long trip in 1805, pass­
ing down the S nake River to where t he Pa louses lived . 
The exp lorer s crossed the lower str etches of t he 'Nana­
pum country and called the peop le they met there the 
Sok ulks. ~~ 

David Thompson explor ed the main Columbia in the 
early summer of 1811 and vis ited Priest Rapids. That 
same year Alexander Ross traveled along the riv er. 
Wilson P rice Hunt of the Astor Compa ny was next, 
fo llowed by Ross Cox the ensuing yea r and Gabri el 

1904-5), III, Part II, p. 14 3. " .. . h~re we saw ~.wo scarle t and 
a blue cloth blankets, also a sailor's Jacke t. . . . (Evidence of 
white intrus ion a nd contact from the sea lanes fa r up the 
Co lumbia River by 1805 [Ed. note].) 

~~ Paul Allen, Hi~tory of th e Expedition Under the Command 
v i Captains L.:wis and Clarke (2 vols.; N ew York, 184-1--15), 
II , 44-52. 
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Franchere in 1814. Finally, after a succession of ex­
plorations , a party from the Wilkes United States 
Exploring Expedition visited the country in 1841. 
During the first half of the last century a procession of 
exp lorers preceded the com ing of the railroad and the 
liegi nning of land development . 

The wise Smowhala sensed these things as the first 
fingers of civili zation began to penetrate the wilderness. 
He foresaw the extinction of pure Indian blood and the 
conquest of the Mother Earth. He fought to stern the 
onrush-not w ith warriors, fo r Smowhala was a man 
of peace-but with his religion. He was s landered by 
army officers when they could not overcome his 
s trengt h. He was the vict im of poisonous tongues, of 
coarse people, and of warlike, plotting chiefs who 
claimed land that was not theirs and ceded the homes 
of the Wanapums to the government without justice 
or authority. 

Smowha la and his people refused to recognize the 
Yakima war chief, Kamiakin, of Palouse and Yakima 
lilood; the Walla Walla chief, Homli; or any who met 
in co uncil with Governor Stevens and signed away vas t 
holdings for patches of land and shallow promises that 
have not been kept to this day.~3 

"They did not speak for us," Smowhala told the last 
of the Wanapums. 

The Dreamer r eligion had the missionaries to con­
tend with as well as the explorers and treaty chiefs. 

Following the era of the men of God, railway ex­
plor ation parties sifted across the India n lands; then 
came miners to shovel through the gravel in the river 
beds and strip the soil from the hillsides. After the 
interruption of the Indian wars came the cattlemen. 

~:i Francis A. Walker , late U.S. Commissioner of Indi a n Af­
fa irs . Th e In dian Qu es tion (Bos ton , 1874), p. 105. " ... local 
chi e ftain s were not infrequ enllv r eady to convey away lands that 
did not belong to t hem . . . . " 
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Their herds grazed the bunch grass to its roots and 
stirred up clouds of dust that settled on the country. 
When the cattle industry played it~elf o_ut, the s~ttlers 

. d d the white tide of em1grat10n rolled over arrive , an 
the Indian homeland. 

- I ., 

CHAPTER II 

QUEST FOR SPIRIT POWER 

THE HO UR GLASS OF THE RIVER PEOPLE WOULD HAVE RUN 

out more rapidly had it not been for the little boy­
the one with the big, wide eyes-who had sat on the 
rock at Priest Rapids and listened while the Old One 
told the Wanapum story of creation. 

Saturating his mind and soul in the traditions, the 
little boy had grown to young manhood when one day 
at the Wanapum village the prophecy of the Old One 
came true. The doctor died, unable to withstand the 
r ecurring weight of mournful years. 

The River P eople wrapped him in buckskins and 
shroud mats and laid him on the dance floor in his 
long house. For two days and three nights they 
chanted and danced around the body. Each gray morn­
ing the wind blew down river from Beverly Gap, died 
down until evening, when it sprang up, refreshed al­
though heavy-laden with biting sand. 

On the third morning the people circled the shrouded 
body, reaching out and touching the Old One's pro­
truding hand and saying tenderly in turn, "Good-by, 
brother. Good-by." Then they carried the Old One 
up the mountain to a patch of scab land where they 
scraped rocks and earth aside and laid him away in 
all his burial finery. Once again they circled and this 
time they tossed onto the body a handful of the earth 
of the past-the life of the future. They placed half 
of a dugout canoe over the body and heaped rocks and 

• 


