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November 5th, 1805. The Corps of V ^ M ^ "^Discovery, 
led by Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, neared the end of the 
westward leg of their historic voyage. As they headed downstream along 
the Columbia River, close to the present day location of Ridgefield, 
Washington, they saw a thriving town along the river bank: 

I observed on the Chanel which passes on the Stard Side of this 
Island a Short distance above its lower point is Situated a large 
village, the front of which occupies nearly 1/4 of a mile fronting the 
Chanel, and closely Connected, I counted 14 houses [NB: 
Quathlapotle nation] in front here the river widens to about 1 1/2 
miles. Seven canoes of Indians came out from this large village to 
view and trade with us, they appeared orderly and well disposed, 

Welcome to 
(athlapotle 
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This piece of pumice, found at 
Cathlapotle, had been shaped 
and etched to look like a face. 

they accompanied us afiew miles and they returned back (Moulton, 
Vol. 6, p. 23). 

This "large village" was, in fact, one of the largest towns on the Columbia 
River. Lewis and Clark estimated that it was home to as many as 900 people. 
They were the Cathlapotle People, part of a larger group of Chinookan 
speakers whose territory stretched from the mouth of the Columbia River 
to The Dalles. There is some evidence to suggest that the town was actually 
called "Nahpooitle" by the people who lived there. But through imperfect 
translation and the intervening years of history, it has come to be known as 
"Cathlapotle." 

Cathlapotle was a popular trading site and an influential Chinookan town. 
Long before Lewis and Clark observed the plankhouses of Cathlapotle, 
the residents of this town actively traded goods between the Pacific coast 
and the interior plateau. The Columbia River served as a highway of 
exchange, and the people of Cathlapotle took advantage of their location 
along the river's banks. They traded goods such as canoes, eulachon oil 
and wapato with other Native American groups throughout the greater 
northwest. Contact with Europeans, which occurred as early as 1792, 
brought a new set of trading partners and goods. 

Unfortunately, over time new settlers and new diseases took a toll on 
Cathlapotle. Chinookan towns all along the Columbia River and the coast 
were devastated by smallpox, malaria and measles. Within years the 
Chinookan population, which had been in the tens of thousands, dwindled 
to perhaps less than a thousand. Cathlapotle was not immune to this 

This river cobble was ground 
and shaped into the form of 
an animal. Crafting such an 
object took a fair amount of 

time, and was likely 
considered very valuable to 

its owner. 
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onslaught and by the mid 1800's Cathlapotle, a town that had existed for 
hundreds of years, was abandoned. 

Although Cathlapotle had been abandoned, the memory of it had not. As 
early as 1948 archaeologists had reidentified the general location of the 
town. Archaeologists were assisted in their search by William Carty, whose 
family acquired the land in the 1840s and who was aware of the location of 
Cathlapotle. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service purchased the land in the 
1960s and today the land upon which Cathlapotle stood is located on the 
Carty Unit at Ridgefield National Wildlife Refuge near Ridgefield, Washington. 

, What exactly do archaeologists do? 
Popular depictions of archaeologists often 

present them as fearless adventurers, traveling over 
exotic landscapes in pursuit of hidden treasures and 
ancient relics. The reality is less romantic, but in many 
ways just as challenging. While archaeologists do 
occasionally work in exotic and beautiful places, most 
archaeology takes place in labs, libraries and offices. 
And rather than pursuing priceless artifacts, 
archaeologists are on a quest for answers to questions. 

Archaeologists are scientists concerned with 
history. They ask questions about how people lived in 
the past, develop hypotheses or possible explanations 
to these questions, and then gather data and use 
observation to test whether or not these explanations 
work. But how can archaeologists observe people 
who lived in the past? They can't, at least not directly. 
What can be observed, however, are the remains that 
these people left behind. Like us, people in the past 
prepared and ate food, built and lived in shelters, used 
tools, and created trash. Traces of all these activities 
are left behind as artifacts in the soil: small flakes of 
stone chipped from a projectile point; a dark stain 
where a cornerpost to a Chinookan plankhouse once 
stood; an elk bone with microscopic butcher marks 
made by an ancient blade. These all provide subtle 
clues that archaeologists use to piece together the 
stories of history. 

Archaeologists are detectives. And like any 
good detective, archaeologists try to find clues from 
as many sources as possible. For instance, to study 
Cathlapotle archaeologists are using clues from 
geology, botany and biology to help them understand 
what the land surrounding Cathlapotle would have 

looked like, and what plants and animals would have 
been available to the people living there. The writings 
of the first Europeans and Americans to come into 
contact with the people of Cathlapotle also provide 
important clues. 

Archaeology is a unique process. No other 
field of study is able to look at human history over 
such a long period of time, or uses such a wide 
variety of clues to answer questions. While real-life 
archaeology may not seem to be as much fun as an 
Indiana Jones adventure, figuring out the mysteries 
of history through the scientific process of 
archaeology can be an exciting challenge! 

Archaeologist Kenneth M. Ames is a professor 
at Portland State University and is the principal 
investigator at Cathlapotle. Dr. Ames has 
worked at archaeological sites throughout the 
Northwest. 
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A map of the Ridgefleld 
National Wildlife Refuge, 

located near Ridgefleld, 
Washington. Cathlapotle is 
located on the Carty Unit. 

But while the general location of Cathlapotle had been known for some 
time, disagreements over its exact location continued for decades. Then, in 
1991, archaeologists from Portland State University, in partnership with the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the Chinook Tribe, instituted a project 
to find the exact location of this historic site. Through survey, excavation, 
and the help of William Carty's son James, archaeologists rediscovered 

Cathlapotle. The area that was once a thriving 
town of 14 plankhouses and nearly a thousand 
people was now heavily forested, inhabited by 
dense pockets of stinging nettles and guarded by 
unforgiving mosquitoes. Where massive cedar 
plankhouses once stood, only slight depressions 
in the landscape remained, providing scant 
evidence of their past existence. But below a thick 
layer of vegetation and leaves the story of a people 
was written in the soil. 

Archaeologists have been working to uncover the 
story of Cathlapotle ever since. Cathlapotle is a 
significant archaeological site. Chinookan peoples 
played an integral role in the history of the 
Northwest, but urrfortunately few Chinookan town 
sites are left on the Columbia River. Four hundred 
years ago Chinookan towns lined the Columbia 
River from The Dalles to the coast and a voyage 
along the river at night would have been lit by 
thousands of fires burning brightly along the banks. 
The Portland Basin, where the Willamette River 
flows into the Columbia River, was an especially 
attractive area for Chinookan peoples, containing 
perhaps the highest population density in North 
America at the time. 

But in the years since most archaeological 
evidence for these towns has been destroyed 

through erosion, development, and looting. The deep deposits at Cathlapotle, 
however, contain a rich record of a people who have long made the river 
their home. Using trowel, screen, oral history and written word, archaeologists 
are piecing together the story of this important site. Excavation has uncovered 
the foundations of cedar plankhouses and artifacts used for daily living. 
Ongoing research focuses on how the Chinookan people of Cathlapotle 
interacted with their environment, how they organized their society, and 
how they responded to contact with other peoples. 

This booklet is designed to share with you the story of Cathlapotle. Actually, 
it contains two separate, yet connected, stories. One story relays the rich 
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history of Cathlapotle, describing how the town may have looked, the life
style of the people who lived there, and the environment that they called 
their home. The other story, contained in side-bars throughout the chapters, 
describes the story of archaeology. It is the story of the methods and clues 
that archaeologists are using to learn about this important historical site. 

::, How did archaeologists rediscover Cathlapotle? 
Some archaeological sites are easy to locate. 

For instance, the Great Pyramids would be pretty 
difficult to overlook. But usually the locations of 
archaeological sites are much more concealed. This 
is especially true in areas like the Northwest, where 
heavy vegetation hides the landscape and the damp 
climate causes materials like wood and cloth to rot. 
The clues that show where people once lived are 
often either covered or destroyed. 

This doesn't mean, however, that 
archaeological sites are only found by chance or if 
they are obvious. Clues still exist, even if it takes 
some work to uncover them. For instance, 
archaeologists used a number of clues to help them 
discover the location of Cathlapotle. First, they had 
historical accounts of the general location of the 
village, including maps charted by Lewis and Clark. 
They also used information given to them by James 
Carty, whose family owned the land before it was 
sold to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and who 
was intimately familiar with the landscape. Additional 
clues were uncovered through survey of the area. 
During survey archaeologists observed long oval 
depressions in the ground. They proposed that these 
might be the footprints of Chinookan plankhouses. 
To test this proposal, they used augers to bore small 
holes into the ground. Evidence for past human 
occupation, such as stone flakes, projectile points and 
charred material from hearths turned up in many of 
these auger holes, suggesting to archaeologists that 
they were, indeed, on top of the remains of Chinookan 
plankhouses. 

Interestingly, some previous archaeological 
accounts had placed the location of Cathlapotle more 
than a mile up river and/or right on the water's edge. 
In fact, based on these earlier assumptions the 
archaeologists who eventually located the site first 
tested a different set of depressions that were much 
nearer the water. They were disappointed to discover, 
however, that these were natural swales in the 

landscape and not evidence for plankhouses at all. 
But they continued their search and through the use 
of multiple pieces of evidence, observation, and testing, 
the location of this important site was eventually 
uncovered. 

This map of the Portland area comes from the 
Lewis and Clark expedition. North is pointing 
toward the bottom of the page. Clark has noted 
Cathlapotle (Quathlahpohtle Nation) just below 
the north arrow. The "Multnomah River" is 
today's Willamette River (Map by William Clark, 
1806, Missouri Historical Society Archives). 
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Cathlapotle was _^^svrrrounded by nature. Runs of salmon swam 
in the nearby rivers*^ and streams, elk and deer roamed in the forested 
uplands, and useful plants covered the landscape. The people of 
Cathlapotle were well aware of the natural resources around them. To 
make a living they not only gathered these resources, but also actively 
managed the landscape in an effort to enhance them. 

The Cathlapotles chose an excellent setting for their town. Located in 
what is now the Carry Unit on the Ridgefield National Wildlife Refuge, 
the town sat at the confluence of three rivers: the Lake, the Lewis, and 
the Columbia. This spot afforded easy access to the plants and wildlife of 
all three rivers. Of these three the Columbia was the most important. 
Chinookan people called the Columbia "Yakaitl-Wimakl". It was their 

Runs and 
4B 

Riven: The 
Environment 

i 



A large "mule-eared" knife 
from Cathlapotle. The knife 

was continually re-sharpened 
by taking small flakes from its 

edges. Knives like these 
would continue to be used 

until they were too small to be 
effectively re-sharpened. 

home for hundreds of years and they knew it intimately. The river not only 
provided fish from its depths and wildlife from its wetlands, but it served as 
a highway for transportation and trade as well. Cathlapotle, strategically 
located between peoples of the coast and the interior, served as an influential 
trading center. And while the river occasionally flooded, the people of 
Cathlapotle placed their town on a ridge that stands a few feet above annual 
flood levels, thereby rninimizing the risks of flood damage. 

The townspeople were hunters, fishers, and gatherers. Archaeologists have 
found evidence for the use of a wide variety of plants, fish, and game at 
Cathlapotle. Salmon, of course, were one of the most important resources. 
The first run of salmon began in the spring, with runs continuing through the 
summer and into the fall. To Chinookan people salmon meant life. Salmon 
were highly venerated and the first salmon catch of the year was the focus 
of important ceremonies. 

Salmon were caught using a variety of methods. Nets, fishing weirs, spears, 
harpoons, and hook and line were all employed to catch the spawning salmon. 
During excavation at Cathlapotle archaeologists discovered evidence for 
some of these fishing techniques. For example, numerous stone weights, 
which would have held nettle fiber fishing nets in place, were recovered 
from the site. A pair of bone valves, found lying next to each other, once 
graced the tip of a harpoon (see illustration below). Once caught, salmon 
could be eaten fresh, smoked and dried on smoking racks or in the rafters 
of houses, or pounded into cakes to be stored for winter use. 

A pair of toggling harpoon valves like these were found lying next to each other at Cathlapotle (top 
left). The drawings show how the valves were used and the types of harpoons utilized by Northwest 
groups (drawings from "Indian Fishing: Early Methods on the Northwest Coast, " Hilary Stewart). 
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While salmon were clearly an important resource for the people of 
Cathlapotle, the value of other fish should not be overlooked. 
Zooarchaeologists (archaeologists that study animal remains from 
archaeological sites) have recovered the bones of sturgeon, eulachon (smelt), 
trout, minnows, suckers and stickleback from the soils of Cathlapotle. 
Basically every type offish available in the Columbia River was found during 
excavation at Cathlapotle. 

How is it that archaeologists can look at a 
small flake of stone and say that it was used for 
scraping hide, or piercing leather? Of course, the 
shape of the artifact is useful. For instance, an inch-
long, narrow cylindrical stone point is unlikely to have 
been used to adze a cedar plank. Sometimes, 
however, the specific function of a tool is not always 
so clear. A simple flake of stone might be useful for a 
number of tasks, such as whittling wood, scraping 
bark, or cutting hide. In these cases a microscope 
becomes a powerful tool for the archaeologist. 

To the naked eye a stone tool looks smooth 
and glassy. But under a microscope the surface of 
the stone is crisscrossed with dramatic scratches and 
its edge is marked by crater-like scars. These 
scratches and scars are called "use-wear" and result 
from the friction between the tool and the material 
the tool is working. Archaeologists use the pattern of 
these use-wear marks to determine the type of work 
the tool was used for (such as scraping, cutting, or 
drilling), the density of the material that it worked 
(such as "yielding" or "hard"), and sometimes what 
that material was (flesh, wood, or bone, for example). 

In order to make sense of these microscopic scratches 
archaeologists perform thousands of experiments. 
First, they create stone tools of the same type used 
by ancient people. Then, they do the same types of 
activities that these people would have done using 
the same materials they would have used. They then 
examine the microscopic wear marks that are 
generated by that activity and compare them with 
marks found on tools recovered from the site. 

Use-wear analysts often test their skills in 
blind tests. In these tests they are given tools created 
by helpers and which were used on materials and for 
purposes unknown to the analyst. The analyst then 
examines the tools under a microscope and makes a 
determination of what the tool was used for based on 
the use-wear pattern. Usually, the results are pretty 
good. A good analyst can correctly determine whether 
the tool was used more than 95% of the time, 
determine what it was used for better than 80% of 
the time, and the material that it worked more than 
60% of the time. So, while the analyst is never 100% 
sure, when combined with other pieces of evidence 
this method proves highly accurate. 

Two flint flakes, magnified 150 
times. The flake on the left is freshly 
produced and unused. The edge is 
ragged and there are no scratches. 
The flake on the right was used by 
an experimenter to harvest grassy 
plants for about 30 minutes. Note 
that the edge is rounded, has been 
polished, and there are numerous 
scratches. The up and down angles 
of the scratches indicate that the 
motion of the tool was in the same 
direction as the tool edge (photos 
courtesy Cameron Smith). 

1 
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Over 1000 projectile 
points were found during 

excavation at Cathlapotle. 
The many different types 

of points were made from 
a variety of stone, 

including chert and 
obsidian. 

A large perforated stone net 
weight. Weights were tied to 
nets to hold them vertically 
below the water's surface. 

Fish were not the only resource used by the people of Cathlapotle. Ducks, 
geese and numerous other waterfowl, still so prevalent at the refuge today, 
thrived in the wetland environment around the village. The bones of a wide 
variety of terrestrial animals, such as beaver, muskrat, raccoon, mink, bear 
and cougar, were located at the site. Archaeologists even found the remains 
of harbor seals. While harbor seals no longer venture this far upriver, Lewis 
and Clark did note their presence far from the mouth of the Columbia. Seal 
remains found at Cathlapotle help to confirm Lewis and Clark's account. 

Deer and elk were the two most heavily utilized terrestrial animals at 
Cathlapotle. Their remains at the site outnumber all other non-fish animals. 
Elk, in particular, served as a one-stop shopping market. The meat was 
consumed and foot bones were shaped into chisels and wedges for 
woodworking. Antlers were crafted into fish hooks, barbs and needles. 
Glue came from the hooves, and sinew tightly bound projectile points to 
arrowshafts. The thick hides were used to make robes and even a type of 
armor called a clamons. Clamons were purportedly strong enough to stop a 
musket ball, and were therefore an important item of trade, especially after 
contact with Europeans. 

Animals were primarily taken through the use of the bow and arrow. A 
number of arrow points, made first of chipped stone and later of metal, are 
contained in the deposits at the site. Wood for arrow shafts and bows has 
long since deteriorated, but we know from historical accounts that bows 
were often made of white cedar and were about 21/2 feet long. The bow 
string was made from elk sinew and was held in place by glue made from 
the boiled bones of sturgeon. Arrow shafts were often designed to float so 

that errant shots at waterfowl would float back to the 
surface where they could be recovered and reused. Pit 
traps and deadfall traps were also employed to capture 
ariimals. 

The lush vegetation surrounding Cathlapotle provided a 
garden of useful plants. Although plant material decays 
rapidly, microscopic pieces of plants are sometimes 
preserved in the soil, especially if they have been charred 
during processing. These particles of charred plants can 
be sorted from other material through a process called 
floatation. Soil samples from the site are placed in water. 
Lighter plant materials float to the top while heavier 
materials sink. Using the flotation process 
archaeobotanists (archaeologists who study plant 

remains from archaeological sites) recovered a wide range of plant materials 
from Cathlapotle. Pieces of camas, salmonberry, blackberry, salal berry, 
blueberry, oregon grapes and acorns were all used as resources at 
Cathlapotle. 
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Nearly all plants had more than one use. A good example is the stinging 
nettle. While students excavating at Cathlapotle viewed this painful plant as 
a nuisance second only to swarming mosquitoes, the people of Cathlapotle 
viewed it as useful resource. Nettle fiber creates a strong and silky twine. 
The twine is used to make fishing nets, clothing and baskets. A yellow dye 
can be made from the roots. Tea brewed from nettle can help to alleviate 
cold symptoms and rubbing its leaves on the body supposedly reduces 
aches and pains. Many other plants also had medicinal properties. 
Thimbleberry was applied to bums to avoid scars. Salmonberry was the 
pepto-bismal of the Chinookan world and was used to treat various intestinal 
disorders. In fact, Europeans unaccustomed to the richness of a salmon-
heavy diet were taught by Chinookan people how to use salmonberry as a 
remedy for diarrhea. Additionally, broth made from boiling salmonberry 
bark was used to clean infected wounds. 

Probably the most important plant resource for the people of Cathlapotle 
was wapato. Wapato is a small wetland tuber that was a staple for both 
consumption and trade. Lewis and Clark, just before reaching Cathlapotle, 
had the opportunity to taste fresh wapato. William Clark described his first 
impression: 

he invited us to a lodge in which he had Some part and gave us a 
roundish roots about the Size of a Small Irish potato which they roasted 
in the embers until they became Soft, This root they call Wap-pa-to 
which the Bulb of the Chinese cultivate in great quantities called the 
Sa-git ti folia [NB: we believe it to be the Same] or common arrow 
head —. it has an agreeable taste and answers verry well in place of 
bread, we purchased about 4 bushels of this root and divided it to our 
party (Moulton, Vol. 6, p. 17). 

Stone drills were used 
to pierce materials such 
as hide, wood, bone 
and antler. 

The plant was so abundant in the area surrounding Cathlapotle that Lewis 
and Clark dubbed the region "Wapato Valley." 
Urban development in the Portland metropolitan area 
has drastically reduced the range of this plant. Some 
stands of wapato, however, can still be found on the 
refuge. 

After stopping at Cathlapotle on their return voyage 
Lewis and Clark camped about a mile and a half 
upriver, in a meadow just west of what is now known 
as Carty Lake. Here they witnessed women from 
Cathlapotle gathering wapato from the lake: 

encamped on a butifull grassy plac, where the 
nativs make a portage of their Canoes and 
Wappato roots to and from a large pond a Short 

Bone tools served a variety of purposes. The people 
of Cathlapotle used bone and antler to make 
wedges, awls, chisels and barbs. 
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distance, in this pond the nativs inform us they Collect great quantities 
of pappato, which the womin collect by getting into the water, 
Sometimes to their necks holding by a Small canoe and with their feet 
loosen the wappato or bulb of the root from the bottom from the Fibers, 
and it imedeately rises to the top of the water, they Collect & throw 
them into the Canoe, those deep roots are the largest and best roots 
(Moulton, Vol. 7, p. 30). 

They also noted the importance of wapato as a trade item: 

they had also an abundance of sturgeon and wappetoe; the latter they 
take in great quantities from the neighbouring bonds, which are 
numerous and extensive in the river bottoms and islands, the wappetoe 
furnishes the principal article of traffic with these people which they 
dispose of to the nations below in exchange for beads cloth and various 
articles, the natives of the Sea coast and lower part of the river will 
dispose of their most valuable articles to obtain this root (Moulton, 
Vol. 7, pp. 27-28). 

Wapato grows vigorously in 
the wetlands of the Portland 
Basin. Its tasty tuber can be 

roasted or pounded into a 
powder. It was a staple food 

and trade item for the 
people of Cathlapotle. 

Oddly, despite its importance, no remains of wapato have been located at 
the site. This is one of the mysteries of Cathlapotle that archaeologists are 
trying to unravel. It could be that during the cooking process wapato is 
completely broken down, and therefore, leaves no remains. Or it could be 
that wapato is present, but archaeologists just haven't recognized it. Either 
way, the apparent absence of this most important of plants is an intriguing 
puzzle. 

Archaeologists have been a bit surprised by other findings from Cathlapotle. 
For instance, archaeologists knew that the people of Cathlapotle used a 

wide variety of resources from their 
surroundings. They were a bit surprised, 
however, at just how many types of plants 
and animals were utilized. Basically, if a 
resource was in the environment, the 
people of Cathlapotle found a way to use 
it. Archaeologists were also shocked by 
the size of some of the recovered plants 
and animals. For instance, elk bones at 
Cathlapotle come from elk that were much 
larger than any living in the area today. The 
same also holds true for acorns. Some 
archaeologists believe this is due, at least 
in part, to active management by the 
people of Cathlapotle. We know that 
some native groups intentionally burned 
forests to create better habitat for such 
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resources as oak, deer, and elk. If this was happening at Cathlapotle it 
would help to explain the large size of these specimens. 

The people of Cathlapotle were intimately tied to their surroundings and 
probably had a connection with the natural environment that surpasses what 
we have today. Part of the importance of the archaeological work at 
Cathlapotle, therefore, is to try and learn a little bit of what the Cathlapotles 
may have understood about the world around them. In this way maybe the 
people of the past can teach the people of the present. 

. • • • • • I • ^ • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • ^ • • • • B 

Archaeological excavation is destruction. 
Every time an archaeologist removes a shovel full of 
soil from the ground a small part of history is gone 
forever. So it is little surprise that archaeologists 
approach excavation with caution. This caution is 
heightened when historic descriptions and written 
records of a site already exist. For instance, we know 
that Lewis and Clark, as well as other European 
traders and explorers, visited Cathlapotle. Some of 
them wrote down what they saw and gave 
descriptions of how the people lived. If these written 
records already exist, and if excavation is a 
destructive process, why bother to excavate at 
Cathlapotle? 

To answer this question consider the example 
of the three-spined stickleback. We know from 
historical accounts that salmon and sturgeon were 
extremely important resources for the people at 
Cathlapotle. But less is said about other types offish. 
That's why zooarchaeologists were intrigued when 
they discovered thousands of bone fragments of the 
tiny three-spined stickleback in the soils of 
Cathlapotle. In fact, in one 10 liter sample of soil (an 
amount less than 3 gallons of milk) more than 400 
individual stickleback were identified. The soil also 
contained high numbers of minnows and large scale 
suckers. These three fish are rarely, if ever, mentioned 
in the written accounts. Yet here they are, in 
tremendous numbers, in the houses at Cathlapotle. 
Zooarchaeologists still aren't exactly sure how the 
people of Cathlapotle used these fish, but they do 
know that a lot of them were there. 

Written accounts also tell us that elk were 
very important to the people at Cathlapotle. Elk was 
used for everything from food, to armor, to chisels. 
But what the written accounts don't tell us is that 

these elk were huge. The elk bones that come from 
Cathlapotle are far larger than bones from any elk in 
the area today. Zooarchaeologists don't know if these 
elk were so large because they are a different type 
of elk than the ones living in the area today, or if it is 
because they lived in a more abundant environment 
which allowed them to grow to their maximum size. 
Regardless of the reason, this is a detail that the 
historical accounts don't provide. 

When written records are available they can 
serve as useful tools for understanding history. But 
written accounts are usually incomplete and often 
colored by the experiences and prejudices of the 
author. Archaeology, while still subject to human 
interpretation and prejudice, provides a different and 
independent set of tools that can provide a more 
complex and complete picture of the past. 

Hundreds of tiny stickleback bones were found in 
the soils of Cathlapotle. Archaeologists were not 
expecting to find this and still are not sure how 
the people of Cathlapotle used this tiny fish. 

1} 
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It was " ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ once believed that only societies that practiced 
agriculture could achieve high levels of prosperity and complexity. Only 
farming could provide the necessary stability and resources that a populous 
society needed. Chinookan peoples are proof that this belief is wrong. 
They made their living by trading, hunting, fishing and gathering, yet lived 
in a wealthy society with complex social and political systems and a rich 
artistic tradition. 

The Chinook nation, which stretched from the Pacific coast to The Dalles, 
was united more by similarities in culture and language than by any formal 
ties. Chinookan peoples were historically grouped into "Lower" and 
"Upper" divisions, based on dialect and location. Lower Chinookans, 
including the Chinook proper, the Shoalwater Chinook, and the Clatsop, 

Canoes and 
(last: The 
S o c i e t y ^ 
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lived along the Columbia River from its mouth to Gray's Bay. Lower Chinook 
territory also extended north and south along the Pacific coast from the 
river's mouth. Upper Chinookans established towns from Gray's Bay to 
The Dalles, including the shores of the Willamette River upstream to 
Willamette Falls. Upper Chinookan dialects included Kathlamet, Multnomah, 
and Kiksht. The people of Cathlapotle spoke the Multnomah dialect. These 
groupings, however, were very fluid. Different dialects were understood by 
all Chinookans and trade, marriage and visitation between groups was very 
common. 

The center of Cliinookan activity was the village or town, of which Cathlapotle 
was one of the largest. Towns operated as individual actors, both in terms 

Why do archaeologists dig square holes? 

Have you ever wondered why archaeologists 
dig square holes? The answer really has to do with 
keeping track of things. Archaeologists dig square 
holes because it is the easiest way to record the 
location of an artifact in three dimensions. Why is 
this so important? 

In terms of an artifact's location, 
archaeologists are interested in two main questions. 
First, is the artifact located near, or associated with, 
another artifact or feature? For instance, is a projectile 
point lying directly next to some elk bones, or is it 
lying with a lot ofother projectile points in a storage 
pit? Second, is the artifact located above or below 
other artifacts? Usually, layers of the earth are like 
cake layers. The lower layers were put down first 
with the upper layers being more recent. This means 
that usually the artifacts found in upper layers are 
more recent than the ones in lower layers 
(archaeologists call this the law of superposition). 
The answer to these two questions gives the location 
of an artifact both in space (the horizontal plane, i.e. 
right or left ofother artifacts), and time (the vertical 
plane, i.e. above or below). The artifact's location, 
or provenience, gives archaeologists its context. 
Context is extremely important because it is through 
context that archaeologists can begin to reconstruct 
the activities at a site over time. Also, archaeologists 
can use the context of an artifact to determine 
whether different activities were going on at different 
locations during the same time (for an example see 
the section on social ranking on pg. 18). Square holes 
work fantastic for recording context because they 
give flat surfaces, both horizontally and vertically, for 
precise measurements. 

Archaeologists are meticulous about recording 
the context of artifacts. This is because as soil and 
artifacts are removed during excavation context is 
destroyed. An artifact removed from a site is an artifact 
removed from its context. As archaeologist Kent 
Flannery once noted, archaeologists are the only 
scientists who murder their informants in the course 
of their research. Archaeologists, therefore, record in 
as much detail as possible the location of all found 
artifacts. This allows the context of the artifacts to be 
reconstructed even after the excavation is complete 
and also maintains a record of the excavation for 
generations of future archaeologists. 

Students precisely record the provenience of an 
artifact at Cathlapotle. Precise measurements are 
important, so that the context of artifacts can be 
reconstructed even after the excavation is complete. 
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of trade and in terms of politics. The economic strength and political influence 
of villages and towns were primarily determined by their size and the wealth 
and influence of their chief. 

Prior to contact with Euro-americans, the area now known as the Portland 
basin contained not only some of the highest population densities in North 
America, but some of the highest in the world at the time. The wealth of 
Chinookan society helped foster and support these high population levels. 
Living in an abundant environment, surrounded by salmon, elk and deer, 
certainly contributed to their wealth. They primarily acquired their wealth, 
however, through trade. 

Well before Europeans ever arrived on the shores of North America, 
Chinookan peoples were part of an established large-scale trade network 
that stretched between Canada, California and into the plains and interior 
plateau. They controlled the banks of the Columbia River from the coast to 
the Dalles. This was very advantageous, as it allowed them to serve as the 
primary middlemen in trade between the coastal and interior groups. The 
arrival of Europeans brought additional goods 
to trade, and only strengthened Chinookan 
control of the river. 

While both men and women participated in 
the trade network, the practice was usually 
reserved for the elite members of society. 
Chinookan society was strictly divided among 
class lines. There were two primary social 
classes: those who were free and those who 
were slaves. Free members of society were 
further divided into elites and commoners. 
The elite class consisted of few members, 
most of whom were relatives of the chief, 
traders, or warriors. The majority of 
Chinookan people were commoners, who, 
while free, were still assigned tasks that the 
elites would have felt beneath them to do. All 
free families were ranked in relationship to 
other free families. Typically, one was bom 
into elite status, although occasionally a 
commoner could move up the social scale 
through hard work or marriage. 

Although free commoners held lower status 
than the chief, they were still free to ignore 
him ifthey wished. Chinookan chiefs did not 
have the power of life or death over free 

These four Chinookan Indians were painted by Paul 
Kane in 1848. They were from what is now the 
Portland area. Note the flattened forehead and the 
nose ornament, both markers of high status (Paul 
Kane, "Four Clackama Indians." Courtesy the Stark 
Museum of Art, Orange, Texas). 
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members of the society (although they did have this power over their own 
slaves). The source of the chief's power came from the productivity and 
wealth of his household and his ability to persuade others. Some village 
chiefs were able to secure tremendous influence, both in their village and 
throughout the region. 

What can the remains of houses tell us about social ranking? 
Some questions that archaeologists ask can 

be answered more directly than others. For instance, 
the presence of butchered deer bone in a fireplace 
suggests to archaeologists that people in the past were 
eating deer. Other questions, however, may seem a 
bit more difficult to address. For instance, how do 
we know, at least based on the artifacts found at the 
site, that the people of Cathlapotle lived in a ranked 
society, with members of higher and lower social 
status? 

Historical accounts tell us that Chinookan 
society was divided into elite, commoners, and slaves. 
Archaeologists, however, are never satisfied with only 
one source of evidence. So, they look to artifacts for 
additional clues. At Cathlapotle archaeologists look to 
the remains of houses for evidence of social ranking. 
Think of your own house or apartment. Most likely 
you have special places for your stuff...tools are kept 
in a garage or shed, clothes in closets, food in 
cupboards. Plus, you probably have drawers or boxes 
where you keep some of your personal items separate 
from the items of other people in your house. The 
people of Cathlapotle were no different. They used 
bentwood boxes, woven baskets and storage pits to 
hold their possessions. 

Now, think of the town you live in. There are 
probably areas of the town where wealthier people 
live and areas where poorer people live, with the 
wealthier people usually owning larger houses. This 

was also true for Chinookans. The largest house 
belonged to the wealthiest family, and within the house 
families of different social ranks lived in different areas. 
Archaeologists combine the fact that people of 
different rank lived in different areas of the house 
with the fact that people usually keep their possessions 
separate. High status areas of the house contain larger 
numbers of expensive goods, such as elaborately 
carved ground stone net weights and trade items, while 
lower ranked portions of the house usually contain 
less expensive goods, such as projectile points made 
from readily available stone (just as it is more likely 
to find an expensive bottle of wine in a Portland west 
hills mansion than in the apartment of a starving 
graduate student!). 

So, were high and low ranked people doing 
the same types of activities at Cathlapotle? Thus far, 
what archaeologists have seen is that everyone, both 
elites and commoners, made and used the same sets 
of tools, but they did so in different quantities. 
Commoners had more projectile points and seemed 
to have spent more time hunting animals such as deer 
and elk. Elites seemed to spend more time fishing, as 
these areas of the house contain larger numbers of 
fishing tools. By looking at the types of artifacts and 
where they are located, archaeologists not only see 
evidence for social rank, but can begin to see how 
the roles of elites and commoners at Cathlapotle 
differed. 

Left: Ground stone weight. Right: 
Projectile point. The weight would have 
taken some time to fashion into a useful 
tool. It was probably used as a net weight 
or anchor and was considered valuable. 
The point was made from chert and could 
have been made in minutes by a skilled 
flint knapper. Archaeologists are finding 
that fishing tools and more expensive 
items are associated with high status 
portions of the houses. 
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Slaves were the lowest class of Chinookan society and were owned by 
both elites and commoners. Slaves were sometimes acquired during raids 
on distant non-Chinookan villages, decreasing the chance that a relative 
would be captured. Women and children were the ones most often captured. 
Chinookan peoples, however, tended to gain their wealth through trade, 
not war. And while wars with other groups did occur, most slaves were 
bought or sold through trade networks. Slaves could also be won or lost 
through gambling, used as payment for a debt, or serve as currency to 
purchase goods. Occasionally, a free member of Chinookan 
society would become a slave due to inability to repay 
debts, or by marrying a slave. Slaves often had the 
opportunity to buy their freedom at a later time, although 
some were only enslaved for specified periods of time. 
Treatment of slaves varied, determined more by the 
temperament of the owner than by any social customs. 

Rank and class distinctions were very important, strictly 
enforced and communicated in a number of ways. For 
instance, slaves and free people were segregated within 
the house, living at opposite ends within separate 
compartments. One of the most dramatic outward signs of 
status distinction, however, came from the practice of cranial 
deformation. Lewis and Clark noted this during their 
voyage: 

the most remarkable trait in their physiognomy is the 
peculiar flatness and width of the forehead which they 
artificially obtain by compressing the head between two boards while 
in a state of infancy and from which it never afterwards perfectly 
recovers (Moulton, Vol. 6, p. 433). 

Cranial deformation was widely practiced among Indians of the Northwest, 
although the exact form it took varied from group to group. Among Chinookan 
peoples, head flattening was a marker of free status, as slaves were not 
allowed to flatten the heads of their children. The process began in infancy 
and took nearly a year to complete. Paul Kane, who travelled the Columbia 
River in 1846-1847, gives this vivid description: 

The Indian mothers all carry their infants strapped to apiece of board 
covered with moss or loose fibers of cedar bark, and in order to flatten 
the head they place a pad on the infant's forehead, on the top of which 
is laid a piece of smooth bark, bound by a leathern band passing 
through holes in the board on either side, and kept tightly pressed across 
the front of the head, — a sort of pillow of grass or cedar fibres being 
placed under the back of the neck to support it. This process commences 
with the birth of the infant, and is continued for a period from eight to 
twelve months (Kane, p. 123). 

The process of head-
flattening, as drawn by Paul 
Kane. Head flattening was 
reserved only for the free 
members of Chinookan 
society. Infants would stay in 
these cradleboards anywhere 
from 3 months to more than a 
year. Other groups in the 
Northwest also practiced 
head-flattening, and this 
painting actually shows a 
Cowlitz woman and child 
(Paul Kane, "Caw-
Wacham ". Courtesy the 
Montreal Museum of Fine 
Arts, purchase, William 
Oilman Cheney Bequest, 
#1947.991. Photo by 
Bernard Brien). 
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An elaborate canoe burial, as 
sketched by George Gibbs. 

Chinookans were expert 
wood-carvers and their 

canoes were often exquisitely 
carved (George Gibbs, 

"Burial Canoe on bank of the 
Columbia River." Courtesy 

the National Anthropological 
Archives, Smithsonian 
Institution, #2854 F6). 

As a result, free members of Chinookan society had flat sloping foreheads, 
a trait quickly recognizable to any visitor and an outward manifestation of 
social status. 

Wealth was also demonstrated through material goods. Chinookan peoples 
worked stone, shell, bone and antler to create objects that were both beautiful 
and useful. Cedar, however, was probably the most important material. 
Everything from baskets, to boxes, to clothing and diapers were crafted 
and chiseled from this malleable wood. It was also used to create what is 
probably the best example of Chinookan skills at combining beauty and 
functionality...their canoes. Lewis and Clark first noted the beauty of 
Chinookan canoes at The Dalles: 

I observed on the beach near the Indian Lodges two Canoes butifull of 
different Shape & Size to what we had Seen above wide in the midde 
and tapering to each end, on the bow curious figures were Cut in the 
wood...these Canoes are neeter made than any I have ever Seen and 
Calculated to ride the waves, and carry emence burthens (Moulton, 
Vol. 5, p. 328). 

Chinookan peoples had a variety of canoes, using different types in the 
same way we use different cars...some canoes were like commuter vehicles, 
some served as family vehicles, and some were for cargo transport. 
Regardless of the purpose, Chinookan canoes were expertly crafted and 
often ornately decorated. The bow and stem, at least on the larger canoes, 
carried magnificent carvings of animals and figures. Chinookan peoples were 
excellent canoeists, as attested to by Lewis and Clark: 

the natives inhabiting the lower portion of the Columbia River make 
their canoes remarkably neat light and well adapted for riding high 
waves. I have seen the natives near the coast riding waves in these 
canoes with safety and apparently without concern where I should have 
thought it impossible for any vessel of the same size to lived a 

Canoes and paddles of the 
Columbia River, as painted by 

Paul Kane. Chinookans 
crafted canoes of various 

designs and sizes, all suited 
for specific purposes (Paul 

Kane, "Three Canoes and 
Paddles of the Columbia 

River. " Courtesy the Stark 
Museum of Art, Orange, 

Texas). 
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minute...some of the large canoes are upwards of 50 feet long and will 
carry from 8 to 10 thousand lbs. or from 20 to thirty persons (Moulton, 
Vol. 6, pp. 262-263). 

Patrick Gass, one of the members of Lewis and Clark's Corps of Discovery, 
gave his highest compliment when he suggested that Chinookans should get 
credit for making the finest canoes, both in beauty and use, perhaps in the 
world. Lewis and Clark were so fascinated by Chinookan canoes, and so 
upset that they were unable to attain one, that they ended up stealing one 
(although they rationalized that it was merely payment for six elk that they 
claimed the Chinook had stolen). 

A Chinookan sword, as 
drawn by Lewis and Clark. 

The skills of Chinookan artists and craftsmen were demonstrated in other 
ways as well. As will be discussed in the next chapter, the houses at 
Cathlapotle were elaborately ornamented and carved. Beautiful bowls and 
ladles shaped from wood and bone, and baskets woven from cedar bark, 
filled the inside of houses. One of the more interesting items were Chinookan 
swords. Lewis and Clark give this description of the swords they saw during 
their visit to Cathlapotle: 

I saw in Several houses of the Cath lapoh tie Village large Symeters of 
Iron from 3 to 4 feet long which hangs by the heads of their beads; the 
blade of this weapon is thickest in the Center tho' thin even there, all 
it s edges are Sharp and its greatest width which is about 9 inches from 
the point, is about 4 inches...this is aformable weapon (Moulton, Vol. 
7, p. 36). 

The people of Cathlapotle made no effort to hide their wealth. Their ornately 
carved plankhouses, their formidable swords, and their expertly crafted 
canoes were all outward symbols of an affluent society, and a reminder to 
visitors that it was they who controlled this part of the river. 

Chinookan carved bowl (top) 
and ladle (bottom). The bowl 
and ladle were carved from 
mountain sheep horn. 
(Courtesy Smithsonian 
Institution, Department of 
Anthropology, catalogue 
#10079 and #701) 

The Chinook tribal logo (left), 
created by Chinook artist Tony 
Johnson, demonstrates the 
beautiful and unique Chinookan 
art style. 
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In most societies ^ 3 ^ 2 ^ ^ the house is the center of 
life. It is the area where eatmg/sfeeping7socializing and certain types of 
work take place. It was no different for the people of Cathlapotle. For 
them, and Chinookan peoples in general, houses were much more than 
simply structures made out of wood. They were the center of the 
community and a reflection of the organization of society. 

Lewis and Clark observed fourteen cedar plankhouses at Cathlapotle 
stretching along a 1/4 mile of the river. Of these at least six have been 
located by archaeologists. The wood that built these houses has long 
since disappeared and shallow oval depressions in the ground provide 
the only surface evidence for their past existence. Even this evidence is 
difficult to see because cottonwood trees and dense patches of stinging 

Hearthynd 
Household 
The Houses 
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The remains of at least six 
houses at Cathlapotle have 

been located by 
archaeologists. Houses 1 and 

2 are extremely large. 

nettle now obscure the surface. But below the ground there is ample evidence 
for the past. Soil stains show the locations of walls and corner posts, and 
pockets of ash, heated rock, and bone give signs of fireplaces that served 
as gathering places and kitchens. 

What did Lewis and Clark see as they paddled past Cathlapotle? The 
primary type of house for Chinookan people — and for most other coastal 
Northwest people as well — was the cedar plankhouse. These extremely 
sturdy structures provided excellent shelter from the damp and dreary climate 
of the Northwest. Although generally rectangular in shape, plankhouse size 
varied greatly. Some measured 14 feet in width by 20 feet in length, while 
others — like one of the houses at Cathlapotle — reached more than 40 feet 
wide and 200 feet long. The size of the structure was determined primarily 
by the wealth and influence of the owner. 

The organization of the plankhouse reflected and reinforced class distinctions 
within Chinookan society. Carved walls and painted hanging mats separated 
plankhouses into compartments. A number of families resided within each 
house, but probably two families lived within each compartment. The status 
of house families increased as one moved from the house entrance towards 

the back. Therefore, the 
lowest ranked family of the 
house or the slaves of the 
house chief lived near the 
door, while the highest status 
family within the house lived 
the farthest from the 
entrance. Houses were 
aligned in rows running 
parallel to the river. The 
highest ranked house was 
usually in the rear row and 
was the largest house in the 
village. 

We are fortunate to have a 
number of first hand accounts 
of Chinookan plankhouse 

construction. One of the best is offered by Gabriel Franchere, a Canadian 
fur trader who lived on the Columbia River from 1810 to 1814: 

The native houses, built of cedar, are remarkable for their form and, 
above all, for their size. They are nearly a hundred feet long and thirty 
to forty feet wide. They are constructed in the following manner: The 
Indians sink some posts into the earth about seven or eight feet apart, 
between which they set some planks that they tie at the top with strong 
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cords. At each end of the building they place a pole about fifteen to 
twenty feet in height. These have notches at the top to hold the ridge 
pole. The rafters, attached by two, are placed below the ridgepole and 
hang down across the edges of the planks which, in turn, rise to about 
five feet from the ground. The roof is made of planks laid across, and 
attached to, the rafters. Fires are made in the middle of the house and 
smoke escapes through a hole in the roof. Several families, separated 
from each other by partitions, live in one of these large buildings. The 
doors, raised well above ground level, are oval and very small 
(Franchere, p. 114). 

The massive plankhouses at Cathlapotle, some 
more than 175 feet long and 40 feet wide, must have 
presented a spectacular sight along the river. But by 
the time archaeologists came to the site the houses 
were gone. The planks and posts had either 
deteriorated or been removed long ago, and all that 
remained were subtle depressions in the ground. Still, 
archaeologists have a fairly good idea of what these 
houses looked like, both inside and out. How do they 
know? 

Some of the evidence archaeologists use 
comes from first hand written accounts. Lewis and 
Clark give an incredibly detailed description of 
Chinookan plankhouses in their 
journal entries. Excellent descriptions 
are also found in the journals of 
Gabriel Franchere, a Canadian trader 
who lived on the Columbia River from 
1810 to 1814 and James Swan, who 
lived among the Chinook at 
Shoalwater Bay (now known as 
Willapa Bay) from 1852 to 1854. 

We also have drawings and 
paintings of the houses. Some of the 
most detailed drawings come from 
Paul Kane, a wandering artist who 
toured the Columbia River in 1846-
1847. Kane visited the area after 
many Chinookan towns had been 
wiped out by diseases in the 1830s. 
His paintings are extremely important 
because they captured a way of life 
that was quickly disappearing. 

The final piece of evidence 
| comes from the soil itself. Stains in 

the soil at Cathlapotle show 

archaeologists where the walls and posts of these 
great structures once stood and where storage pits 
were dug. Collections of ash and charcoal provide 
evidence for the location of central fireplaces. What 
thrilled archaeologists is just how closely these 
"features" in the soil at Cathlapotle matched the 
paintings and written descriptions of other Chinookan 
plankhouses (see the sidebar on "Features" on pg. 
27). 

One of the reasons archaeology is amazing 
is because it allows us to reconstruct what is no longer 
there. Using clues from words, pictures and soil the 
massive plankhouses at Cathlapotle stand again. 

How a n you tee a house when the house isn't there? 

A painting of the interior of a Chinookan house. Note the sunken 
fire box and the carved roof support and panels. On the left and 
right are bench areas used for sleeping. This painting shows the 
high-status end of the house (Paul Kane, "Interior of a Ceremonial 
Lodge. " Courtesy the Stark Museum of Art, Orange, Texas). 
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A cut-away drawing of a 
Chinookan house, showing 

the central hearth box, 
platforms along the sides, 

and a cellar area for storage 
(drawing by Charles Funk, 

based on a drawing by 
Cameron Smith) 

Franchere was impressed by the size of these Chinookan structures, but at 
least two of the houses at Cathlapotle were larger than those he described. 
House 1, the house farthest to the north and east, was roughly 200 feet long 
and more than 40 feet wide. House 2, just to the south of house 1, was more 
than 150 feet long and nearly 40 feet wide. 

The interior of the houses at Cathlapotle primarily consisted of three areas. 
The central area contained a row of hearths running down the middle of the 
house. There may have been as many as five or six hearths in some of the 
larger houses. The hearths were used for cooking, warmth and light. The 
hearth was also a community center, where people gathered to eat, socialize 
and tell stories, especially during the long, dark and rainy winters. Hearths 
were placed about a foot below floor level and were contained within framed 
"hearth boxes," which served to keep the fire from spreading to other areas 
of the house. Usually two families shared each hearth. 

A second area found in many cedar plankhouses was the bench. Benches 
were platforms constructed along at least two of the inside walls of the house. 

Sometimes the platforms 
were stacked like bunk 
beds and were used for 
sleeping and other 
activities. 

A third area was the 
"cellar". Cellars usually 
took the form of a trench 
or a series of pits dug to 
hold stockpiles of food 
and other necessary items, 
such as stone for making 
tools. Personal items were 
also sometimes stored in 

this area. Archaeologists have found evidence that the storage pits at 
Cathlapotle were located under the sleeping platforms. Chinookan 
plankhouses at other locations, however, had cellars that ran in the area 
between the bench and the hearths. Floors were often dirt (sometimes 
covered with cedar mats) or, when the cellars ran between the hearths and 
the bench, probably planked. 

Lewis and Clark give an eyewitness account of the interior of the houses at 
Cathlapotle: 

the floors of most of their houses are on a level with the surface of the 
earth tho' some of them are sunk two or 3 feet beneath, the internal 
arrangement of their houses is the same with those of the nations below. 
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they are also fond of sculpture, various figures are carved and painted 
on the peices which support the center of the roof about their doors 
and beads, they had large quantities of dryed Anchovies strung on 
small sticks by the gills and others which had been first dryed in this 
manner, were now arranged in large sheets with strings of bark and 
hung suspended by poles in the roofs of their houses; they had also an 
abundance of sturgeon and wappetoe (Moulton, Vol. 7, p. 27). 

The golden mask of King Tut. A terra cotta 
soldier from Xianyang. A beautifully crafted Clovis 
point from 11,000 years ago. These are all examples 
of amazing artifacts that have been recovered from 
archaeological sites. But there is a particular type of 
artifact that never leaves the ground. This is not 
because it is too heavy or too big, but because this 
type of artifact is part of the landscape. 
Archaeologists call these types of artifacts "features." 

Features can be the remains of houses, 
storage pits, fireplaces, and roads. They are the result 
of any human activity that leaves its mark on the 
landscape. Numerous features are present at 
Cathlapotle. Among the most common are post and 
plank features. Chinookan plankhouses were 
constructed from hundreds of round posts and flat 
planks. When these posts and planks either decayed 
in place or were removed, the remaining hole filled 
with rotted wood, earth, or other debris. As a result, 
a "stain" is left in the soil where that plank or post 
once stood. Another common feature at Cathlapotle 
is the hearth. Archaeologists identify hearths by the 
presence of large amounts of ash and charcoal and 
the remnants of rocks that have been cracked by the 
heat of the fire. Storage pits are also found at 
Cathlapotle. These features were used to store foods, 
tools and other personal possessions. Sometimes the 
material from the hearths and storage pits, as well as 
other trash, were thrown outside of the plankhouse. 
Over time these piles of garbage accumulated and 
formed a "midden," another type of feature found at 
Cathlapotle. 

Features are incredibly important to 
archaeologists. Post and plank stains, hearths, storage 
pits and middens give archaeologists invaluable 
information about the architecture of Chinookan 
plankhouses and the organization of Chinookan 

society. Features are also important because they 
remind us that the goal of archaeology is to answer 
questions about the past, not to collect artifacts. While 
features never end up behind museum glass, they can 
usually tell us more about how people lived in the past 
than can the most delicately made projectile point. 

Top: The remains of an ancient hearth emerge 
from the floor of a plankhouse. Bottom: The 
long dark stain running vertically on the right 
side of this trench wall is evidence of a support 
post. The stain is a result of either the post 
rotting in place, or the posthole filling up with 
soil after the post was removed. 
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Top: A stone maul from 
Cathlapotle. 

Bottom: Mauls were often 
used with chisels to work 

wood and split planks. The 
fact that many mauls are 

sculpted and decorated 
suggests that they were 

considered important and 
valuable possessions 

(drawing from "Cedar, " by 
Hilary Stewart). 

Lewis and Clark's observation suggests that houses served as food 
processing centers. The "anchovies" hanging from the roof were actually 
smelt (also known as eulachon). Salmon, smoked and dried by the heat and 
smoke coming from the hearth, also hung from the rafters alongside the 
smelt. 

Art adorned most Chinookan plankhouses and it is likely that the houses at 
Cathlapotle were full of sculptures and painted figures. Humanlike faces 
covered the outside of some of the houses, often with the doorway serving 
as the mouth of the figure. While Chinookan peoples did not craft the totem 
poles so characteristic of other groups on the northern northwest coast, 
they were expert wood carvers. The support posts and beams of the house 
were often elaborately carved into beautiful shapes of humans, animals, and 
geometric designs. 

Plankhouse construction required a considerable amount of labor and 
material. The first step in the process was preparing the foundation for the 
house. Archaeologists have found that some of the houses at Cathlapotle 
were sunk about three feet underground. This means that nearly 900 cubic 
yards of soil were removed to prepare the foundation for House 1 at 
Cathlapotle, equivalent to roughly 125 dump trucks full of dirt! 

The amount of lumber invested in these houses is amazing. A 45 foot by 115 
foot plankhouse probably required more than 40,000 board feet of lumber 
(a board foot is 1 inch by 12 inches by 12 inches). In comparison, a modem 
three-bedroom American house uses, on average, somewhere between 
10,000 and 12,000 board feet. Houses 1 and 2 at Cathlapotle are even 
larger than this example. Added to this is the fact that these houses may 
have stood for nearly 400 years. Planks and posts inevitably needed repair 
and replacement and it is estimated that a large plankhouse may have required 
between 500,000 to 1,000,000 board foot of lumber over a 400 year period. 

Situated at the confluence of three rivers, floods were always a potential 
threat to Cathlapotle. When they occurred and rising waters threatened the 
town, the inhabitants removed the planks from the houses, strapped them 
to canoes and floated on the river until the waters receded. Once the flood 
waters receded the people returned and quickly rebuilt their houses. 

Chinookan peoples didn't necessarily occupy their riverside plankhouses 
year round. During the summer temporary camps were often established at 
higher elevations in order to be nearer to elk, deer, berries and salmon runs 
in upland streams and creeks. Shelters at summer camps were small 
moveable enclosures made from poles lashed together and covered with 
rush mats. In some Chinookan towns the walls and roofs were removed 
from plankhouses, leaving only the permanent frame standing. The planks 
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were then stored in swamps or water in order to preserve them and drown 
any vermin that may have infested the wood. It is likely, however, that the 
houses at Cathlapotle were occupied, at least by some members of the 
town, throughout the year. 

OOTBIDl OF AH INDIAH L O S S ! . 

An outside view of a small cedar plankhouse. The engraving comes from "The 
Northwest Coast: Or, Three Years' Residence in Washington Territory," by James 
Swan. 
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The town of Cathlapotle ^ ^ V ^ existed long before Europeans 
ever sailed into the mouth of *<lk}P the Columbia. Canoes made at 
Cathlapotle cruised the river by at least 1500 A.D. and Chinookans had 
lived along its banks for thousands of years prior. Eventually, however, 
visitors from foreign lands arrived. Chinookan people called these visitors 
"Suyapee," or upside-down face because of their beards. Their arrival 
altered and upset a way of life that had existed for generations. 

A certain mythology has grown around the idea that Lewis and Clark 
were the first non-indians to see the west coast. This is far from true. 
Some have suggested that Hwui Shan, a buddhist monk from China, 
made it to the Columbia in the 5th century A.D. But neither oral nor 
written history gives any credence to this story. What is documented, 

Buttons and 
Beads: The 
Effects o f ^ s 
Contact 
v 



An ancient Chinese coin 
found in the soils of 

Cathlapotle. 

however, is that Europeans had entered the mouth of the Columbia by the 
late 1700s and reached Cathlapotle by 1792, thirteen years before Lewis 
and Clark arrived. Lt. William Broughton, working for Captain George 
Vancouver, sailed the Chatham into the mouth of the Columbia River in 
1792 and moored near the present day location of Knappton, Washington. 
He continued upriver in a smaller vessel and on October 28,1792, Broughton 
reached the northern end of Sauvie Island, a place he called 

Point Warrior; in consequence of being there surrounded by twenty-
three canoes, carrying from three to twelve persons each, all attired in 
their war garments and in every other respect prepared for combat. 
On these strangers discoursing with the friendly Indians who had 
attended our party, they soon took off their war dress, and with great 
civility disposed of their arms and other articles for such valuables as 
were presented to them, but would neither part with their copper swords, 
nor a kind of battle-axe made of iron (Broughton, in Vancouver, pp. 
755-756). 

The canoes had come from a village just upriver: 

Below, Top: Metal knife blade 
found in the upper layers of 
Cathlapotle. Below, Bottom: 

Copper bracelets and a copper 
ring from the site. 

On the banks ofRushleigh s River was seen a very large Indian village, 
and such of the strangers as seemed to belong to it strongly solicited 
the party to proceed thither; and, to enforce their request, very 
unequivocally represented, that if the party persisted in going to the 
southward they would have their heads cut off (Broughton in Vancouver, 
p. 756). 

"Rushleigh's River" was Lake River and the village that he refers to is 
Cathlapotle. 

The people of Cathlapotle were savvy 
traders, for years they had traded 
goods between coast and interior 
peoples. Anew language — Chinook 
Jargon — had even been created to 
make business transactions easier and 
more efficient. The arrival of European 
visitors simply provided a new set of 
business opportunities. Trade with the 
newcomers quickly flourished, and by 
the time Lewis and Clark reached 
Cathlapotle evidence for trade 
between Europeans and Chinookans 
was abundant. In fact, early on the 
day that Lewis and Clark visited 
Cathlapotle they noted a Chinookan 
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wearing a European sailor's coat and hat. Therefore, the arrival of Lewis 
and Clark would not have awed the people of Cathlapotle. They simply 
would have been curious why these strangers were voyaging down the 
Columbia from the wrong direction. 

Cathlapotle was in a prime location to serve as a trading center. A fur trading 
trail that began at nearby Fort Vancouver ran right next to the town. 
Archaeologists found abundant evidence that trade with Euro-Americans 
was an important activity at Cathlapotle. Excavation recovered hundreds of 
glass trade beads which were used as trade items from the time of first 
contact to the period dominated by the fur trade. Lewis and Clark carried 
glass beads, as did employees of the Russian American Fur Company and 
the Hudson's Bay Company. Because they were made in only a few places 
and during specific periods of time, beads provide archaeologists important 

* fc What can glass beads tell us about time? 
Archaeologists have found over 1000 historic 

trade beads at Cathlapotle, most of which are made of 
glass. Glass beads were used as items of trade from 
the time of the first contact between Chinookan peoples 
and Europeans in the late 1700s through the period 
dominated by the fur trade. Trade beads were carried 
by Captain Cook and by Lewis and Clark's Corps of 
Discovery. Most individuals working for fur trade 
companies carried them as well. 

Historic trade beads are extremely important 
to archaeologists studying Cathlapotle because they can 
help to determine when the site was in use. Beads are 
very time sensitive. Glass beads were produced in only 
a handful of places, primarily in Venice or Holland 
(although certain styles were also produced in China). 
Depending on when they were made, beads were of 
different styles and produced by different methods. 
Through both library research and by studying the 
collection of beads from nearby Ft. Vancouver, 
archaeologists learned that some of the beads found at 
Cathlapotle were made as early as the 1600s. A large 
number of the beads, however, were made after 1840. 
This can't tell us how early Cathlapotle was in use. For 
instance, just because a bead was produced in 1640 
doesn't mean that it showed up at Cathlapotle right 
away. It can tell us, however, how long the site continued 
to be used. Two of the beads were of a style not 
produced until after 1860 indicating that the site was in 
use in some way into the 1860s. 

Archaeologists also discovered that the beads 
show up abruptly and only in the upper levels of the 

site. This would be expected given that usually the 
soils in upper layers at archaeological sites have 
been deposited more recently than the levels below, 
and therefore contain more recent artifacts 
(archaeologists call this the principle of 
superposition). The appearance of glass trade beads 
also gives archaeologists a good marker separating 
those levels of the site that existed prior to contact 
with Europeans, and those levels that existed after 
contact. This is important, because through 
comparing the differences between the two, 
archaeologists can look for clues as to how the lives 
of Chinookan people were affected by contact with 
Europeans. 

Over 1000 glass trade beads were found at 
Cathlapotle. Because specific types were made 
during specific times, beads can help 
archaeologists date when the site was in use. 
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Phoenix buttons found at 
Cathlapotle. 

clues about a site (see box on pg. 33). Additionally, the abrupt appearance 
of beads in the archaeological record also demonstrates just how quickly 
the people of Cathlapotle tapped into a worldwide economy. 

Other artifacts also provide evidence of contact and trade with foreigners. 
Chinese coins, gun barrels, metal knives, historic ceramics, and metal 
projectile points have all been recovered from the upper layers of Cathlapotle. 
One trade item carries with it an interesting history. "Phoenix" buttons were 
originally designed to be part of the uniforms of Haitian soldiers serving 
under King Henri Christophe who ruled Haiti from 1811-1820. The buttons 
had been ordered from New England merchants who were awaiting payment 
before shipping them out. Unfortunately, King Christophe committed suicide 
before payment was made, and the merchants were left with thousands of 
now useless buttons and coats. Eventually the coats were sold to traders 
and the buttons made their way into the Northwest during the 1820s and 
1830s. A few of these buttons made it to Cathlapotle. 

Unfortunately, the new visitors carried with them more than just buttons and 
beads. Smallpox, measles, malaria, influenza, and various other illnesses 
were brought to North America by Europeans. The Columbia River, which 
had served for so many years as a highway for trade, also served as a 
highway for disease. Smallpox may have reached the northwest as early as 
the 1500s, and well-documented epidemics occurred in 1775,1801,1836-
1838, 1853 and 1862. One of the worst epidemics to hit the Columbia 
River began in the summer of 1830. This epidemic, most likely caused by 
malaria, raged for two years through the Portland Basin and the Willamette 
Valley. By the time it ran its course it claimed over 90 percent of the native 
population. Whole towns were devastated by the outbreak, and it is likely 
that Cathlapotle suffered as well. In 1835 Meredith Gairdner, a doctor from 
the Hudson Bay Company, listed Cathlapotle as one of the few remaining 
Chinookan villages. This raises the possibility that Cathlapotle was not as 
hard hit by the epidemic as other Chinookan villages, or, at the very least, 
served as a refuge for survivors from other villages. 

The epidemics didn't stop. Further outbreaks, as well as displacement by 
new settlers, continued to take a toll on an already dwindling population. 
Cathlapotle was not immune to this onslaught. Paul Kane, an artist who 
visited the area in 1846 to 1847, noted that by the time he arrived the town 
of Cathlapotle was "extinct." The area, however, continued to be used into 
the 1850s by surviving native groups. A group of Klickitats migrated into 
the area after disease had nearly destroyed the Chinookan population. 
Furthermore, a General Land Office map from 1853 notes an "Indian Lodge" 
on the southeastern bank of Gee Creek in the general vicinity of Cathlapotle, 
and a few trade beads not made until the 1860s were recovered from the 
site. But it is unknown whether the beads or the lodge were in any way 
connected to the former town or even Chinookan peoples. Surviving 
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Cathlapotle Chinookans likely left to be with relatives or stayed in the area 
and intermarried with groups like the Klickitat and Cowlitz. But the extent 
of this is unknown. What is known is that by the 1870s an American family, 
the Cartys, owned the land where Cathlapotle once stood. Cathlapotle, 
once one of the largest towns on the Columbia River, was no more. 

The arrival of Europeans and Americans to the Northwest brought new 
settlers and new trade. But it also brought devastating diseases for which 
the native populations had no defense. The number of Native American 
lives lost due to European introduced disease is staggering and unmatched 
in any other era. Cathlapotle was one of the casualties. Over a relatively 
short period of time disease and displacement nearly resulted in the extinction 
of the Chinookan people and culture. And for those that survived a way of 
life that had existed for generations was tragically and forever altered. 

Metal point found at 
Cathlapotle. While the 
introduction of metal changed 
the material from which tools 
were made, it didn 't 
necessarily change their form. 

How does iron from East Asia end up at Cathlapotle? 
In one of the deepest pits excavated at 

Cathlapotle archaeologists came across an iron adze 
bit dating to between 1400-1500 A.D., roughly 300 
years before the first European ever ventured up the 
Columbia River. There is, however, no archaeological 
or historical evidence that Chinookans mined or 
worked iron. So, how does an iron adze bit dating to 
around 1400 A.D. end up in the soils of Cathlapotle? 

It's clear that the people of Cathlapotle had 
access to iron prior to the arrival of Europeans. 
William Broughton, the first European to venture up 
the Columbia, noted that the group of warriors he 
met from Cathlapotle carried with them "a kind of 
battle axe made of iron." But if Chinookans weren't 
mining iron ore, where were they getting it from? 
Archaeologists believe that the iron came from East 
Asia, perhaps as part of a long distance trade network, 
traded first through Siberia, then into the Aleutian 
Islands, and ultimately down the Pacific coast. 
Alternatively, the iron could have come from the 
wrecks of Chinese and Japanese vessels swept 
across the north pacific. The Japanese were working 
iron by at least 500 A.D. and would have carried it 
on their junks and in their toolkits. There are numerous 
eighteenth and nineteenth century accounts of 
Japanese junks being swept out to sea, losing both 
masts and rudders, and helplessly drifting across the 
Pacific until arriving on the northwest coast. 

Amazingly, a few sailors survived this terrible drift 
across the ocean (which sometimes took more than a 
year!). It's likely that some came into contact with 
Chinookan groups. 

Regardless of how it arrived, Chinookan 
peoples quickly realized the value of iron, especially 
for working cedar. It's likely that this iron adze, found 
deep in the soils of Cathlapotle, was considered by 
them a very rare and highly prized item. 

On the left is an iron adze bit found at 
Cathlapotle. It dates to between 1400-1500 A.D. 
On the right is a ground stone adze bit from the 
Meier site, a Chinookan site located in Oregon. 
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The^k % E| )t jf terrible epidemics that swept through the 
Northwest in the% eighteenth and nineteenth centuries nearly destroyed 
Chinookan people* and their way of life. In fact, it was falsely believed 
by many that Chinookan people had actually become extinct. The Rev. 
Stephen A. Meriwether, a Chinook who grew up in Washington, recalled 
this experience from his grade school days: 

As a small boy going to school in Ilwaco, a fishing village nestled 
between the forest and the waters of the Columbia River, I was 
startled to learn that I was unique among my classmates — I was 
extinct! (Ruby and Brown, p. ix) 

(attilapotle 
Today f € 

Chinookan people, as Meriwether's existence illustrates, had not gone 
extinct. In part, this misconception was fueled by the fact that the Chinook, 
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unlike many other tribes, were never formally recognized by the United 
States Government. They had signed a treaty negotiated at Tansey Point, 
just west of Astoria, in August of 1851. For reasons that are still unclear, 
however, that treaty was never ratified by congress. After the Washington 
Territory was created in 1853, treaty negotiations began anew. In February 
of 1855, a council of 350 natives, representing the Chinook, the Upper and 
Lower Chehalis, Quinault, Satsop (Salish), and Cowlitz, met with new 
Washington governor Isaac Stevens. Stevens planned to place all these 
groups on one reservation extending from Grays Harbor to Cape Flattery. 
This treaty, however, would have moved the Chinook north of their home 
lands and into territories of their historic enemies. They refused to sign. By 
the end of that year seven treaties had been signed with other tribes and 
most of western Washington had been ceded to the United States. The 
Chinook never ceded their lands. 

Chinookan peoples gradually dispersed throughout Oregon and Washington. 
Ultimately, a few moved to the Shoalwater and Quinault Reservations, but 
most stayed in their home lands or ended up in towns and cities throughout 
the Northwest. But while they may have dispersed they never disappeared 

'Many archaeologists will tell you that as kids they loved to play in 
the dirt, and that's what attracted them to archaeology in the first place. 
And it's true that excavation is probably the most well-known and 
romanticized part of archaeology. But in reality excavation is only the tip of 
the iceberg. 

On average, for every one hour spent excavating in the field there 
are at least four hours spent in the lab. First, all of the data gathered from 
the excavation must be carefully recorded and processed. This includes 
washing and numbering artifacts, preparing soil samples for processing, 
and entering data into spreadsheets. Then, all of this material is analyzed. 
Artifacts are studied under microscopes, soil samples are sent off to labs, 
and statistical tests are run. The next step is interpretation. In this step 
archaeologists try to figure out how all of the data they have gathered 
relates to the questions they want answered. The final step in the 
archaeological process is publication of the results and proper curation of 
all collected materials. This final step is extremely important. Archaeologists 
have an ethical responsibility to publish a complete and accessible record 
of their research. Remember, excavation destroys part of the historical 
record. That portion of a site that has been excavated can never be re-
excavated. Therefore, the final report is the only permanent record of a 
now vanished archive. 

Images of workers with shovels and trowels in hand, sifting soil 
through a screen under a blazing sun dominate popular images of 
archaeology. But in truth, excavation is only a small part of the job, and 
done only to gather information for the larger role of archaeology...that of 
searching for answers to questions about the past. 

Steps in the process of 
archaeological research 
(slightly modified from 
Fagan, p. 34). 
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and today there are over 2,000 tribady enrolled members of the Chinook 
Nation. The Chinook Nation represents five Chinookan bands: Chinook, 
Willapa, Wakiakum, Clatsop, and Cathlamet. They have established a tribal 
office in Chinook, Washington, which serves as a center for government 
and social gatherings. Yet despite their clear presence as a community they 
continue to struggle for federal recognition. 

Kevin Gover, in one of his last acts as Assistant Secretary of Indian Affairs 
in the Clinton Administration, officially recognized the Chinook early in 2001. 
On January 3rd, 2001, Chinook tribal chair Gary Johnson travelled to 
Washington, D.C. to sign the formal papers. But that very day a Bureau of 
Indian Affairs official wrote a memo declaring that the Chinook had failed 
to make their case for formal recognition. And in July of 2002, under the 
authority of the Bush Administration, Chinook recognition was rescinded. 

The focus of much of this booklet has been on the methods that 
archaeologists are using to uncover the secrets of Cathlapotle. Archaeologists, 
however, could not have done all of this work alone. They have been assisted 
along the way by various groups, and none more important than members of the 
Chinook Tribe. 

The Chinook Tribe has been essential to the work that has been done at 
Cathlapotle. Numerous tribal members have given their knowledge, time and efforts 
to keep the Cathlapotle project successfully moving forward. Early in the excavation 
a special day was set aside for members of the 
Chinook Tribe to visit the site. During a break one of 
the tribal elders borrowed a wheel barrow from the 
excavation crew and used it as a drum as he sang 
traditional Chinookan songs. Meanwhile, a young 
Chinook girl accompanied him with a deer hoof rattle 
(photo at right). As one tribal member commented, 
"This may be the first time Chinookan songs have 
been sung in this place for 150 years!" Another tribal 
member, the late Ed Nielsen, was so moved that he 
wrote a poem about his experience that day at 
Cathlapotle. It is included at the end of this chapter. 

Artifacts from Cathlapotle have been 
carefully recorded, catalogued, washed and intensely 
scrutinized. At times the intensity of study can make 
us forget that the objects we hold and the features we record were made and used 
by other living, breathing human beings. Some of the descendants of the people 
who made those artifacts continue to live in the area today. As archaeologist Brian 
Fagan has pointed out, "all too often, even archaeologists themselves call such 
objects just 'artifacts.' We have forgotten they are the voices of the past, voices 
with an important message of respect to tell." Cathlapotle does not represent a 
static past. It represents a connection to people in the present, and it is through a 
partnership between the Chinook and archaeologists that we have been able to 
learn so much about this important site. 
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The Chinook tribe has appealed this decision, but at the time of this writing 
they remained unrecognized. The irony of this situation is that as this country 
celebrates the 200th Anniversary of Lewis and Clark's Corps of Discovery, 
the people who gave these voyagers of the Columbia River so much 
assistance are not recognized by the United States Government. 

This is part of why archaeological research at Cathlapotle is so important. 
The soils of Cathlapotle hold a wealth of information about Chinookan 
culture...how they lived, what they ate, how they interacted with the 
surrounding environment, how their lives were changed by the arrival of 
foreign visitors. Members of the Chinook Tribe have worked closely with 
archaeologists from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and Portland State 
University from the beginning of the project. Information gathered by 
archaeologists at the site is combined with the stories and customs that have 
been passed down through generations in an effort to restore the important 
legacy of Chinookans. Research at Cathlapotle has reaffirmed the integral 
role that Chinookan peoples played in the history of the Northwest. 

Formal excavations at Cathlapotle last occurred during the summer of 1996. 
But although the excavations have ended for now, the research continues. 

While shovels, trowels and 
screens are an important part 

of any excavation, perhaps 
the most important tools are 

pencils and paper. 
Excavators need to keep 

meticulous records of the dig, 
mapping all located artifacts 
and features, as well as any 

changes in soil. 
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Excavation is only a small part of the archaeological process (see pg. 38). 
Thousands of artifacts have been recorded and analyzed in the lab, and a 
number of masters theses and doctoral dissertations on the site have either 
been completed or are in progress. Research on the site will continue well 
into the future, however, as there are still thousands of artifacts waiting to be 
analyzed and numerous questions that remain unanswered. And although 
there are no current plans for further excavation, the possibility of future 
excavations at the site continues as the soils still hold many secrets. 

What do archaeologists hope to gain from their research at Cathlapotle? As 
previously noted, the reconstruction of Chinookan lifeways and a 
reaffirmation of their important legacy is an important part of the research. 
But archaeologists are also interested in what the site can tell us about the 
past environment, especially in comparison to our environment today. For 
instance, Dr. R. Lee Lyman, a zooarchaeologist from the University of 
Missouri, is interested in the presence of harbor seal remains at Cathlapotle. 
Harbor seals no longer venture that far up the Columbia River, and Dr. 
Lyman is trying to determine if this is due to ecological changes caused by 
20th century damming of the river. This issue is also being addressed by Dr. 
Virginia Butler, of Portland State University, who is studying fish remains 
from the site. Geological research at the site is attempting to answer questions 
about how the people of Cathlapotle adapted to recurring floods, and what 
possible influence volcanic eruptions may have had on the flow of the 

Excavation can be an 
extremely enjoyable part of 
the archaeological process. 
But it can also be hard, 
backbreaking, and tedious 
work. 
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Columbia River, its tributaries, and the formation of the landform upon which 
the site sits. 

Not all of the efforts at Cathlapotle are purely research oriented. As 
mentioned in the first chapter, few Chinookan village sites are left along the 
Columbia River. Erosion, looting and development have damaged or 
completely destroyed most of them. As one of the few village sites remaining, 
Cathlapotle is an extremely precious cultural resource. Furthermore, federal 
regulations require that important archaeological sites found on federal lands 
be protected from destruction due to both development and looting. 
Therefore, archaeological sites are not simply excavated and then forgotten. 
Continuing stewardship is necessary. Archaeologists, along with Chinook 
tribal members, staff at the Ridgefield National Wildlife Refuge, and other 
interested parties, are developing plans for the long-term management of 
the site. This includes determining the best methods for protecting this 
important historical site, while at the same time sharing with the public the 
fabulous wealth of information about the history of the Northwest that this 
site has given us. Plans include the development of a Heritage Center, located 
on refuge grounds, which would serve both as curation center for recovered 
artifacts and an interpretation center for the public. 

Cathlapotle, which went from a center of trade activity to a center of 
archaeological activity, is again covered by dense vegetation and swarms of 
mosquitoes. Added to slight depressions in the ground left by Chinookan 
plankhouses are slight depressions left by archaeological pits and trenches. 
Cathlapotle contains in its soils the story of a prosperous people. It also 
contains the story of people who wish to learn its history and the valuable 
lessons it can teach. The soils of Cathlapotle hold many stories and secrets. 

Cathlapotle, first a 
thriving village and 

then a bustling 
center for 

archaeology, has 
again been claimed 

by the forest. 
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At (athlapotle 
by Ed Nielsen, 

m 
Chinook poet Ed Nielsen visited the excavation site in July, 1995, and then captured his experience 

in this poem. It is a celebration of the discoveries archaeologists at Cathlapotle made about the 
culture of his people. 

Brown, dusty field 
what secrets does 
the ancient soil yield? 
Ghosh superimposed 
upon the living... 
In shadows of trees 
students of Archaeology 
bring to present light 
the past people's living 
These are My People's 
Lives buried in this 
Sacred Land, Sacred toil! 
This is the (hinookan History 
coining to a very different 
Time's sight 
green tree limbed 
shadow summered light 
in the digs, ridges of 
long extinct fires 
soil shadows 
layers of debris 
we stand in this place 
of past living 
but life is here again 
The (hinookan History 
is once again 
given back to Us! 

Maybe only tools 
once held 
but the silent whispers 
as hands slice the air 
what lies behind all? 
The living and Spirits 
superimposed 
time and space 
studying soil, 
sedate pace 
soil on hands and face 
rectangular space 
The Past is real! 
As real as the sweat on my brow 
As real as the hard packed 
Earth's surface against 
sandaled feet 
As real as the time limits 
limited time to excavate, 
uncover 
discover the distant (past) 
truths 
quietly picking my way 
through digs, stringed off 
areas, wheelbarrows, 
soil shifters, smudged notes, 
shovels, buckets, 

corners and squares 
Memories catch time's secrets 
Humanity shares 
care, attention to detail 
scrutiny so scrupulous 
The layers of time in the soil 
rotted timbers 
the ashes of the fires 
bits and pieces of the 
animals they ate 
These people bring them 
Alive! 
They help the memory survive! 
All their dedication, 
patient, oh, infinite patience 
work, hours of work 
statistics, lab work 
bones, buried homes 
to reconstruct the homes 
that stood, the lives of 
The Chinook People 
Of (athlapotle! 
The (hinookan People's 
Spirits superimposed 
in these same spaces with the 
living! 
The (hinooks Of (athlapotle! 
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