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This 1905 promotional brochure emphasized the edenic 

and fertile Willamette Valley. 

moved out by ship, rail, 
and truck.13 

The same might be 

said for fishing towns on 

the Columbia, in Puget 
Sound, and along the 

Oregon, Washington, 
and British Columbia 
coasts. There is not one 

regional icon but several, 

among them beavers, 

firs, salmon, and falling 
water. Regional identity 
can be particularistic 
and collective, resonant 

with an individual or a 

group. What is signifi 
cant in the construction 

of regional identity in 
the Pacific Northwest is 

its consistent environ 

mental content, regard 
less of the era. 

In the late twentieth 

century, the dominant 

environmental force and 

identity in the Pacific 
Northwest was falling 
water, especially as mani 

fested in the massive gen 
erative power and the 

regional environmental 

alteration created by the 

Columbia River Basin's 

250 major hydroelectric 
dams. Richard White 

has argued effectively 
that the "Columbia River dams made the Pacific Northwest a region." In 

"making the region," White means that the dams created a new economic 

and social reality that literally powered the Northwest into a new era. He 
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also means that the Northwest would hew to a new vision that New Deal 

planners conferred on their projected alteration of the river. Specifically, 
it is Lewis Mumford's vision of a new Northwest built environment ? one 

with small industrial towns unlike the smokestack cities in the Northeast 
? that White characterizes as both Promethean and doomed to failure. 

The seeds of failure are embedded in the federalization of the Columbia, 

which White correctly marks as the face of a new regional identity. But 

what kind of identity was it and why did it fail?14 

^^J'^HE 
ENGINEERED COLUMBIA BECAME the Symbol of the 

1 region's future, a new environmental image that emphasized 
1 the human alteration and even the control of nature. The 

JL power demands after World War II and the devastating floods 
in 1948 prompted the Corps of Engineers to speed up their aggressive 

dam-building program, which transformed the Columbia-Snake system 
into a gigantic manipulated riverine environment. Clarence Dill, the U.S. 

senator from Washington who had promoted the building of Grand Cou 

lee, called the Columbia system "the future Eldorado of the Pacific North 

west." By 1975, the river had become rationalized, its seasonal fluctuations 

flattened out to provide maximum hydroelectric benefits, and its reser 

voirs amenable to slackwater transportation to Lewiston, Idaho, making 
that inland city a potentially significant port.15 It was a brave new world 

that promised benefits to everyone in the region and parity with other 

regions in the nation, but with an ironic twist. At last, the historic isola 

tion of the Pacific Northwest would be a blessing, because it would have 

low-cost electricity and a massive delivery system provided by the 

Bonneville Power Administration that was second to none in the world. It 

was an environment wondrously turned to the work of human progress, a 

region literally plugged into the river. In "Roll on Columbia," Woody 
Guthrie wrote: 

Now river you can ramble where the sun sets in the sea, 

But while you're rambling river you can do some work for me.16 

Guthrie's songs prosaically rendered the New Deal's quasi-utopian, 
new Pacific Northwest identity. His and other hopeful expressions of a new 

world in the region rested on the combination of three of Robert David 

Sack's calculations of place 
? 

forces, place and space, and perspective. 

Impounded and falling water in run-of-the-river dams and storage dams 

made environmental energy a dominant image of force. The Columbia's 

generative power created connections of place and space between region 
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/? fl drying shed at Celilo Village in April 1956, Edna David (left) and Stella McKinley used 

salmon-drying techniques that had been practiced for thousands of years on the Columbia. 

and nation that resulted in immense economic and social consequences. 
An industrialized Pacific Northwest became a demographically different 

place, transforming, as Carl Abbott has explained, Seattle and Portland 

from "regional cities" to "national cities." The Pacific Northwest became 

nationally known as an "ecotopia" and increasingly as a location of indus 

trial and technological innovation founded on access to low-cost electric 

ity and water.17 

In many ways, by 1980 the Pacific Northwest as a region had arrived on 

the national stage as a recognized place. Its image was environmental, 
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even as it boasted its transmogrification of a great river. The seeds of fail 

ure in that revolutionary remaking of the Columbia became more and 

more difficult to ignore. More significant than the spotted owl contro 

versy in Northwest forests, the decline of anadromous fish on the Colum 

bia-Snake system and throughout the Pacific Northwest created a new 

image of the region, one that had dystopian shades and the suggestion of 

failure. The older images and regional identity associated with salmon 

crowding up the Columbia seemed to be in a fateful clinch with the brave 

new world identity of the electrified, technological "organic machine," as 

Richard White calls the river. Salmon were again in the spotlight and 

iconic. And that brings us back to the Northwest as the "place of the 

salmon." Although the region has changed dramatically since maritime 

traders and Lewis and Clark first described the Columbia River for the 

larger world, the centrality of salmon continues to get our attention in 

ways we cannot ignore. 

SALMON HAVE ALWAYS BEEN IN THE Pacific Northwest as a 

resource and as an object of cultural reference and reverence. 

There are no other contenders as an icon of the Pacific North 

west. There are none with salmon's longevity. There are none 

that exist as both symbol and living reality. Salmon's power resides in its 

interactive relationship with people in the Pacific Northwest. The "First 

Salmon" ceremony among river Indians is an example. Each year the first 

fish caught in the spring is treated with special care, cooked and eaten in 

ceremony, and its bones deposited in the earth. From the ritual killing of 

this first fish and the collection of its blood to its mid-river burial, the 

ceremony communicates the people's respect for salmon and counts as 

insurance that a strong run would ensue and repeat itself in future years. 
The ceremony, as Nez Perce elder Horace Axtell explains, is a powerful 
connector of people to environment, an anointment of place: 

In our family we had a feast of the first salmon, and the people would tell fishing 
stories or other stories. My Grandmother would bury the bones in the ground after 
the feast, which we were taught to do with a lot of things. It was a way of giving things 
back to Mother Earth.18 

Among non-Natives, salmon attracted great attention, but for mostly 
economic reasons. Still, the interaction was important and powerful, be 

cause it reflected efforts to conserve and even preserve salmon in the rivers, 
which documents the importance salmon had on the general population. 
State legislation in Oregon and Washington and ballot initiatives during 
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the first four decades of this century, for example, forced restrictions on 

fishing operations on the Columbia River. The restrictions applied mostly 
to fixed gear, such as fishwheels and traps, but they also set seasonal and 

territorial limits to fishing. Like other attempts to block overfishing, the 

regulations on the Columbia failed, even as these efforts underscore the 

importance salmon had to the general public.19 
The effort to keep salmon plentiful in the region's rivers has a long 

history. Early on ? even before the certainty of diminishing runs was 

apparent 
? salmon canners promulgated hatcheries to artificially rescue 

a dwindling population. By the onset of federal dam-building, hatcheries 

had been in business more than fifty years and had become an acceptable 
means of maintaining salmon, even as engineers constructed salmon-killing 
dams.20 Since the listing of specific Snake River runs as endangered under 

the Endangered Species Act, saving salmon has become the region's most 

dominating political issue. Millions of dollars have been expended to dodge 
an unthinkable fate ? rivers without salmon in the Northwest. Political 

polling data document public support for the effort, making clear that 

these fish have a hold on people. In many ways, the fate of salmon is a 

living metaphor for a contended regionalism, as it is an example of how 

history, place, and the layers of meaning we have attached to this animal 

reflects our broader understanding of where we live. What happens to 

them matters, and their fate seems to be tied to humans in the region. 

Along with beavers, falling water, and firs, salmon represent the Pacific 

Northwest. In this place and in essentialist ways, Salmon R Us. 
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