Chinook Indian Tribe

The Lower Chinook Indians for a long time remained unchallenged masters of
a private land of plenty in Southwest Washington, where even transportation
was no problem. They could travel from the Columbia River to Willapa Bay
without taking the roundabout ocean route. They used their own inland
waterways, portaging at marshes, which were remnants of the ancient river
channel.

These Chinook Indians were a Salishan tribe occupying all of present Pacific
County, except the Upper Willapa Valley. Their canoe voyages to Vancouver
Island, Cape Flattery, and up the Columbia River resulted in the spread of a
trade language, which became known as the Chinook Jargon. The Indians
borrowed and assimilated foreign words into this jargon when contacts were
later made with explorers and white traders. Though it was more like the
Nootka tongue, and not the Chinook’s old tribal language, the fact that it bore
their name is proof of their prominence as middlemen in primitive commerce.

Chinook villages were always near the water. Fishing, hunting, processing
salmon, elk, berries, and wapato were the most important occupations of the
villagers. When salmon were not running in the streams, there were abundant
clams, crabs, oysters, and mussels to be found on the nearby beaches.

By aboriginal standards, the Lower Chinooks lived well, but legends tell how
they had to be on alert and fight to preserve the exclusive right to their rich
clam and oyster beaches. On one occasion, so the story goes, two hundred
canoes bearing tribal enemies came down the Columbia prepared to carry
away tons of food stuffs. Sentinels posted on Scarborough Head (present Fort
Columbia State Park) saw the tribesman land on the western side of the
Chinook River. That evening, the Chinooks, clad in thick elkskin armour,
emerged from the woods and with bows and arrows and double-bladed
wooden clubs, fought a decisive battle, driving out the raiders and reasserting
ownership of the land and its products.

The Chinooks carried on trade in dried salmon, sturgeon, smelt and seal meat
taken from their own waters; dentalium shells from the Straight of Juan de
Fuca; dried shellfish, strung on sticks, from the Willapa Bay; and furs and
dried meat, packed in woven marsh-grass bags, from the Upper Willapa Bay
and Chehalis River watersheds. The men carved the cedar-log canoes and the
women dried berries and blubber. To this day Pacific County is noted for
some of these products- salmon, oysters, cranberries, and “Chinook” is a
well-known word to western fishermen.



Relatives of the Chinooks lived along the Columbia as far as Wishram, and
along the Willamette up to Oregon City, but the Lower Chinook lands reached
no farther than Grays River in Wahkiakum County. Their principle village at
old Chinookyville was on the north side of the Columbia, less than eleven miles
from the ocean, and about a half mile below the present bridge between
Astoria, Oregon and Megler, Washington. Erosion has now washed the entire
original site into the river.

More than forty Chinook settlements existed in Pacific County in Southwest
Washington at the beginning of the nineteenth century, but, like the original
site, most of them have been destroyed by some outside force such as
highways, railroads, and fort construction- or by changes in the rivers. Some
were at the mouths of streams such as the Wallacut, the Nemah, the Naselle,
the Willapa, and the Bone. Naselle, Goose Point, Bruceport, Tokeland, and
Grayland- the farthest northern limit of the Chinooks. The town of llwaco
bears the name of the last Chinook chief living there, though the spelling
appears variously as lluwaku, llawaku, and Elwah-ko Jim. Other settlements
included an area on mile east of llwaco, another between South Bend and
Raymond, and the grounds of the lifesaving station at Fort Canby. The
Shoalwater Indian Reservation on North Cove on Willapa Bay was also a
village site.

The Chinooks lived in sturdy communal longhouses built of cedar planks,
some as large as 40 feet wide by 120 feet long. “Well formed, looking old and
durable”, said one of the first whites who saw them. The dwellings had a
single door and no windows or chimney. An opening was left along the
ridgepole to permit smoke to escape. A sunken area for a fireplace was
provided to each family, and this was rimmed by an earth platform where all
domestic activities were carried on. Foods in the process of being cured hung
from the rafters, to be dried in the smoke of the family fires. A low shelf along
either wall of the building was spread with mats and furs for sleeping.

The principle domestic implements included chisels, knives, awls, adzes,
drills, and hammers. There were wedges made of elk antlers for splitting
wood and chopping stones. They steamed shellfish by throwing heated rocks
in tightly covered baskets or wooden containers holding water. They broiled
fish in front of an open fire or buried them on a bed of hot coals. They also
boiled or roasted roots of wapato, lupin, and bracken fern. They sewed with
needles made of wood or bird bones. For fishing, the Chinooks made sinkers
and anchors of crudely worked stones. Their seines were woven of spruce
root, cedar bark fiber, and strong grass. Their wooden fish spears had sharp
stone points. The men carried bows, arrows, and clubs for weapons. When not
in stiff elk hide dress, they wore little clothing. For winter, they had fur robes,
scanty skin garments, rain cloaks of rushes, woven hats, and perhaps a



blanket. The women wore capes and short shredded cedar bark wrapped
around skirts or aprons.

The heads of Chinook infants were flattened in padded cradleboards,
according to tribal custom, a disfigurement which distinguished them all of
their lives. A sea captain in 1795 described Chinook faces as having “the
appearance of being carved from a flat plank, their thickness of head seeming
to be not more than half the width of the face”.

The tribe, numbering several thousand members, was greatly reduced by
smallpox and malaria epidemics soon after the white man appeared on the
scene. Chinooks and whites intermarried so early that the tribe had a loose
identity. We must not forget the people for whom a wind, a jargon, and a giant
salmon are named.



Chinook Indian Legends
As told by Lucy Agnes Ducheney Elliott

Legend of Pillar Rock
An Indian Chief's son fell in love with a chief’s daughter on the opposite shore. In

his canoe he went to see the girl without bearing any gifts. This so angered the
great Spirit, Tamamous, that he seized the canoe and jammed it down into the
bed of the river where you now see the end of it protruding from the water and on
it is implanted the boy’s face. Pillar Rock is gradually growing smaller each year
as weathering takes place and the profile of the face is not as clear or distinct as
it was in the past.

Legend of Raven Rock
The raven had a cave where he hid. He would fly out and eat people when they
passed. He tried this once when Tamamous was going by and Tamamous turned

him into stone.

Legend of the Rocks
There was an Indian hanging up the river. Tamamous was shocked and

disgusted because everyone wanted to go and see it, so he turned them all into
stone.

Legend of Stony Point

This is an outcropping of Basaltic rocks, the only ones of their kind on the Bay,
which appear to have been subjected to fire. This is the basis of an Indian
legend.

Ages ago a celebrated medicine man came on a visit to the bay with his brother.
While wading for crabs, the brother fell into a deep channel and was swallowed
by a great sea monster. When the medicine man learned by his magic where his
brother had disappeared, he felled huge trees and built an immense fire. On this
were heated large stones collected for the medicine man by the giants inhabiting
the forests. When these stones were red hot, they were cast into the bay causing
it to boil dry and expose the monster. The doctor then cut open the monster’s
belly, releasing his brother.

The Balance Rock

At the top of the hill beyond the bare spot on Scarborough Hill, was a large
balance rock. The legend was that as long as the rock balanced on top of
Scarborough Head the Chinook nation would be powerful. The rock was there
when the first white men came. One day a group of Tillamook Indians sneaked
up the hill and pushed the rock into the gully behind Scarborough Head, much to
the dismay of the Chinooks. | was an omen, which weighed heavily on their
hearts. Now the Chinook are scattered. Perhaps the old legend had some truth in
it.
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