


Extensive looting of archaeological sites in The Dalles area occurred before 
construction of the dam, and the plundering continues, as this 1989 photograph of 
digging near Wakemap Mound illustrates. 

OAS members, and community leaders in The Dalles discussed building a 

museum in the reservoir area to house and exhibit artifacts from Wakemap 
and other sites.31 That museum would have been a way to retain knowledge 
about the artifacts and their context in the local area, but the plans never 

materialized. 

The location of only some of the artifacts from the supervised excava 

tion is known. Artifacts from Caldwell's excavations are now curated at the 

University of Washington's Burke Museum of Natural History and Culture, 
but only one artifact from Butler's Wakemap excavation was kept there.32 

The vast majority of items are in private hands. Multiple issues o? Screenings 
between 1955 and 1959 include photographs and descriptions of Wakemap 
artifacts from OAS members' personal collections; animal effigies, and so 

called paint pots and picture rocks are prominent.33 The extent to which 

these collections have entered the antiquities trade is unknown. 

Digging by amateurs and relic hunters far surpassed that which occurred 

during controlled salvage work at Wakemap and surrounding sites. Butler 

noted, for example, that professional excavation in the Spedis Valley pro 
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duced only six atlatl/throwing spear stone weights, whereas relic hunters 

collected a hundred.34 Perhaps the most egregious example of plundering 
occurred in April 1956 at the Lois/Over site (45 KL 27) in Spedis Valley, where 
a D-8 bulldozer with a fifteen-foot wide blade cut four long swaths, one 

over a hundred feet long, through the site. Butler claimed the people who 

asked the bulldozer operator to make the cuts were involved in "deliberate, 

premeditated destruction of that site for the purpose of illegally removing 
there from [sic] the antiquities."35 

Indian people were disturbed by both the plundering and the profes 

sionally led projects. In a letter to Douglas Osborne at the University of 

Washington, Butler repeated the views of Martha Skanawa, an elderly Yakama 

woman living in Spedis Valley: 

Martha has made some rather pointed remarks about the mound and what I am doing. 

She said: "You make the old woman mad, you make her angry, you kill old woman. When 

you go away?" 
- the old woman is Wakemap!... It would have been a very real pleasure to 

have accomplished a successful relationship with Martha Skanawa. She absolutely refused 

further contact between us. I am destroying Waqlmup 
? I am making her mad. Martha 

was quite adamant in her speech and quite bitter ? and who can blame her?36 

People appeared to be desperate to get as many artifacts out of the ground 
as quickly as possible, regardless of the manner of removal. Individuals 

apparently justified their actions by thinking they were saving artifacts that 

would be drowned by the reservoir.37 Indian people's views on the plundering 
were little considered. No one seems to have made the case that it would be 

better to let the sites simply get absorbed by the floodwaters. 

CARE AND SENSITIVITY FOR HUMAN remains during the years prior 
to dam construction were variable. A large number of burials on Upper 

Memaloose and Grave islands were to be inundated by the reservoir pool, 
and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers worked with Indians to disinter the 

remains and re-bury them in specially designated locations.38 In several 

other instances, amateurs and professionals appeared to have recognized 
ethical problems with, or at least that Indians were disturbed by, digging 
in burials; but they went ahead with the activity anyway. One example of 

amateur grave digging and a subsequent suggestion for making amends was 

reported in Screenings in 1954: 

A slide burial was discovered at Wakemap, not long ago, and after a removal operation 
which was frantically tho [sic] not too scientifically carried out by a number of persons, 
it was noted that the body was in a perfect state of preservation-Closely associated 

with the body, in the same cultural strata ... was unearthed a treacherous and very for 
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midable implement resembling a large spear_May we suggest, to you who have been 

working in the vicinity, that, in order to compensate for trespassing and the disturbance 

we have caused, some sort of small tokens of our appreciation be offered to the Indians 

in the Wakemap area. Some unwanted article of clothing, a blanket, a box of fruit or 

candy, or a toy could bring comfort and happiness to these people.39 

Emory Strong, a leading member of OAS, and author of the 1959 book 

Stone Age on the Columbia River also held contradictory views on digging at 

burials. Numerous passages show the extent he and his associates have dug 
into burials, yet he also remarks on the implications: "There are hundreds 

of burial grounds, cremation pits, and vault sites along the river, many of 

which have been excavated for the artifacts. There are probably a great many 
more that have not been discovered. It is, of course, illegal and unethical 

to dig a grave."40 
The 1920s UC Berkeley project examined numerous graves in The Dalles 

area, but referred to Indian views on burials only once: "Judging from the 

feelings of the present Spedis population and the type and condition of the 

artifacts, dead have been deposited here in very recent times."41 The research 

ers were aware of Indian concerns about human remains, but appear to 

have considered them only as a way to estimate the age of the burial, not as 

a reason to alter professional activity. 
Records from the Congdon site (45 KL 41) in Spedis Valley in 1955 show 

how burial sites were treated in some areas of what would become the res 

ervoir. According to B. Robert Butler, 

There were as many as 10-15 amateurs digging in the burial zone at one time, none of 

whom were acquainted with standard archaeological field techniques and most of whom 
were more interested in adding to their private collections than in adding to public 

knowledge of the site. The best that I could do was to bag the skeletal material by lots 

and briefly note the stratigraphie provenience and associated material.42 

Remains of fifty-one individuals collected in that way "eventually reached 

the Washington State Museum."43 Of the 20,000 artifacts taken from the site, 
about one-third were retained for study at the Washington State Museum, 
about one-third were kept by Dr. Russell Congdon (OAS member and first 

amateur to actively work the site), and the rest were "scattered among the 

many relic hunters who ravaged the site."44 

Lack of respect for Indians and their heritage can be viewed as part of dis 

criminatory policies and attitudes that have restricted Native American social 

and political power since our nation's beginning.45 To address one aspect of 

that injustice, the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act 

(NAGPRA) was passed in 1990, requiring federal government agencies and 
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institutions that receive federal funding to inventory and repatriate human 

remains and associated funerary items to appropriate tribes.46 The law also 

provides for human remains and associated items found after 1990. 
The implications of NAGPRA intersect with the history of archaeology 

at The Dalles. In June 2007, human remains from the Congdon site near 

Wakemap were repatriated to a joint group of several tribes ? Yakama, 

Colville, Nez Perce, Umatilla, Warm Springs, and Wanapum. The human 

remains were re-buried at The Dalles some fifty years after their unceremo 

nious removal.47 

AS THIS RECENT REPATRIATION OF human remains shows, events 
that transpired at The Dalles half a century ago are still leaving their imprint. 
In 2005, the Portland Art Museum mounted a spectacular exhibit, "People 
of the River, Native Arts of the Oregon Territory," which included over two 

hundred objects from museum and private collections from the Columbia 

River. Bone and stone artifacts dating from before Euro-American contact, 
as well as nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century beadwork, leather crafts, 

baskets, and wooden masks were displayed.48 In introducing the archaeo 

logical remains ? the exquisitely formed bone, stone, and wood sculpture 
from the exhibit ? curator Bill Mercer notes: 

The majority of excavations in the early twentieth century were conducted by amateur 

archaeologists, and much of what was recovered is scattered throughout private collec 

tions_Also, because the archaeological record is incomplete and precise datings are 

lacking, many of the objects in this study are identified simply as "pre-contact" rather 

than being assigned a specific date, which would be nothing more than speculation.49 

Mercer's phrasing obscures the actual factors and individuals responsible 
for the loss in knowledge. 

The Portland Art Museum show included specific items from the plun 
dered archaeological record from The Dalles ? four pieces from Wakemap 
and one from the Fivemile Rapids site in Oregon. Those five objects and 

many others are photographed in a 1959 pamphlet that showcased OAS 

member collections from Wakemap and nearby sites, so one can match 

objects and site locations.50 Yet, the art exhibit and associated book did not 

include any geographic or site context for the objects, which are simply listed 

as "pre-contact" from the Columbia River. Leaving out context obscures the 

manner of recovery, sanitizing what was a messy and haphazard taking, and 

disconnects the objects from The Dalles and its indigenous peoples, limiting 
their broader cultural and scientific significance. 

The city of Portland and the art museum were right to celebrate the 

artistic achievements of Columbia River Indians through the exhibit, but it is 
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These bone and stone tools from Wakemap Mound were recovered during excavation 

by University of Washington crews and are curated at the Burke Museum of Natural 

History and Culture in Seattle, which does not have any artifacts from The Dalles 
like the stone and bone sculpture shown in the Portland Art Museum exhibit, 

"People of the River." 

important to know how we have come to acquire the tangible records of the 

past and what was hurt and lost in the scramble to obtain those wonders. 

RELIC HUNTERS AND AMATEURS took an enormous share of the 
artifacts from the ten-thousand-year record of human occupation at The 

Dalles. Still, organizations like OAS lobbied congressmen and federal agen 
cies for increased funding for archaeology in advance of the dam, and OAS 

has evolved into an organization that promotes long-term site stewardship 
and conservation; members only excavate on professionally run projects.51 
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Early professionals walked a fine line in actively supporting groups such as 

OAS while turning a blind eye to the avid-collector trait of its membership.52 

Today, ethical codes in the Society for American Archaeology explicitly 
address such issues as site stewardship and commercialization of artifacts, 
but fifty years ago, the rules were not so clear.53 Native Americans' views 

of archaeology were hardly considered before dam construction. The pas 

sage of NAGPRA in 1990 has led to major changes in the way archaeology 
is practiced in the United States by forcing archaeologists to share control 

over the past, resulting in more frequent and effective consultation between 

tribes and archaeologists. 
If inanimate things can suffer, the archaeological record at The Dalles 

surely did in the years before water backed up behind the dam. Unfortunately, 
the degradation continues as sites along the river are looted for artifacts and 

as on-line auction sites post items for sale from The Dalles.54 To counter these 

losses, we can refrain from participating in the antiquities trade, work toward 

stronger laws and enforcement, and educate others that the archaeological 

past is finite and dying a death from a thousand cuts. Artifact collecting takes 

from us all, but it is especially destructive to the Native communities whose 

heritage extends back so many years on the Columbia River. 
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