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Abstract 

 
The publication of The Spokan Indians by John Alan Ross in 2011 represents a 
major accomplishment in the history of Pacific Northwest ethnography.  The work, 
over 800 pages in length, represents four decades of work and service by the author 
with members of the Spokane Tribe, who live on the Spokane Indian Reservation 
on the upper Columbia River in north-central Washington. To honor this 
achievement and explore its contribution to anthropology and other disciplines and 
interests, five scholars representing different backgrounds and interests provide 
their perspectives on the culmination of Ross' lifetime of work and thought.   

 
 
Introduction  
 
Darby C. Stapp 
 
 In recent years, the editors of the Journal of Northwest Anthropology have considered 
inviting discussion and commentary on contemporary topics to complement the research articles 
regularly published in each volume. Our discussions have centered on the potential value and 
appropriateness of documenting contemporary issues, opinions, and debates occurring among 
anthropologists conducting and applying anthropological research in the Pacific Northwest. Many 
anthropological journals publish such items in the form of commentaries, book reviews, book 
review essays, and point/counterpoint remarks, but the Journal of Northwest Anthropology 
typically has not. We believe it is time to change.  Giving light to contemporary thought and ideas, 
even when controversial, increases the numbers of people thinking about an issue, leads to 
additional research, and often improved understanding. The challenge for us as editors now 
becomes deciding on the formats and the process we want to use to encourage our readers to 
participate.  
 An opportunity to begin down this path appeared in 2012, when we learned that John 
Ross’s ethnography The Spokan Indians had been published (Ross 2011). This work, 872 pages in 
length, is the culmination of four decades of Ross’s work and friendship with the Plateau group 
that today is centered in and around the Spokane Indian Reservation, located on the Columbia 
River in north-central Washington. Ross began fieldwork on the reservation in 1968 and 
essentially never stopped. Working with tribal elders and colleagues, Ross amassed an enormous 
amount of information, less than a third of which, he tells me, made it into his 2011 ethnography.   
 We selected Ross’s work for several reasons. First, as an ethnography, it is a major 
accomplishment and deserves to be recognized as such. Pacific Northwest anthropologists of all 
sub disciplines should be aware of this work, and by devoting space in the journal for its review, 
we can increase awareness. Second, Ross’s work is not just valued by anthropologists, but by 
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people from other disciplines and backgrounds as well. As a result, Ross’s work can help us 
understand better how anthropological research and knowledge can contribute outside of our 
discipline. Third, and following this train of thought, Ross’ work is a good contemporary case 
study for examining the place of anthropology in twenty-first century indigenous society, 
especially as it relates to collecting and disseminating sensitive cultural information. As John tells 
it, the motivation for the tribal elders, most of whom are now gone, to share this sensitive 
information was to save it for the young ones; to preserve the information in some way so that it 
might not be lost, and in some way might help perpetuate Spokan culture and the Spokan people. 
It is a fact of life however, that not everyone in contemporary Indian society agrees that sensitive 
cultural information should be shared with outsiders, especially not in a published ethnography 
available to the public.   
 To examine Ross’s work and address these goals, the Journal of Northwest Anthropology 
editorial team approached colleagues from different backgrounds who we knew were familiar with 
the book and who could provide different perspectives. The collection begins with an introductory 
essay by Jack Nisbet, an educator/historian who works with elders and children on the Spokane 
Indian Reservation. Jack has published major works on early travelers to the Plateau, most notably 
the geographer David Thompson (Nisbet 1994, 2005) and the botanist David Douglas (Nisbet 
2009, 2012). Following his overview essay, is a contribution by Tina Wynecoop, a 
teacher/librarian and local writer who has had the privilege to work with John Ross in recent 
years. Wynecoop married into a Spokan family several years ago and spends time with Indian 
women conducting and learning various traditional activities, such as collecting tules. Tina 
provides a perspective on the importance of Ross’s ethnography to her Colville and Spokane tribal 
friends and to herself as an appreciator of Spokan culture.  
 Next is a contribution from a fisheries biologist, Dennis Dauble, whose research includes 
collecting observations made about aquatic animals from the Columbia Basin by early explorers 
and early ethnographic accounts of Native American ways of procuring, processing and 
consuming fish. Dauble has published a number of public-oriented works (e.g., Dauble 2005, 
2009) in addition to scientific studies on the life history and ecology of resident and anadromous 
fishes. Following Dennis’s review is a commentary from the Northwest ethnographer Jay Miller. 
Miller, perhaps best known for his preparation of Colville Indian writer Mourning Dove’s 
autobiography (Miller 1994), focuses on three of his own  favorite subjects: horses, lamprey and 
images.  
 The final perspective is a commentary by Deward E. Walker Jr., founder and co-editor of 
the Journal of Northwest Anthropology. Deward worked with John Ross over 40 years ago on the 
Colville Indian Reservation and shares some of those experiences as it relates to Ross’s long-time 
work with the Spokan. As an ethnographer of Plateau culture in his own right (Walker 1998), 
Deward is well positioned to discuss the significance of The Spokan Indians in the context of 
contemporary ethnography in the Northwest and elsewhere. 
 We conclude with a response from the author, Professor John Ross. John gives us 
additional information on how the ethnography came to be, and the contributions made by various 
individuals.  He also responds to some of the comments that were made by our contributors, and 
shares his thoughts on the overall idea of the multi-authored collection.   
 Readers are encouraged to evaluate our initial approach to reviewing an important 
anthropological work from a multidisciplinary perspective. We welcome ideas and recom-
mendations for future publications of this journal. There are many issues and debates ongoing in 
northwest anthropology and we remain committed to exploring ways to capture and further these 
debates using the pages of the Journal of Northwest Anthropology. 
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Soothing an Itch: John Alan Ross’s Ethnography of The Spokan Indians 
 
Jack Nisbet 
 
 John Alan Ross’s The Spokan Indians draws on the author’s four decades (1968–2008) of 
field notes, manuscripts, and published articles to examine the Spokan world. He embeds his own 
material in a matrix that includes the entire range of historical primary sources, the published 
ethnographies of the early twentieth century, and especially the seminal unpublished field notes of 
Alan H. Smith and William W. Elmendorf from the 1930s. For those who, along with Ross, have 
lamented that “traditional Spokan culture has not been studied as extensively by anthropologists 
and historians as some other Plateau groups,” (Ross 2011:12) this 892-page tome offers solid data 
to set beside familiar ethnographies of other Interior peoples. 
 Ross presents the written primary documents as they stand, a method that occasionally 
demonstrates the confusion of early white visitors to the Spokan Indians. In a section on fish nets, 
for example, a source describing the common use of dip nets at Spokane Falls is followed by 
another claiming that “Dip nets were seldom or never used.” One anthropologist asserts that 
Spokane utilized Indian hemp (Apocynum cannibinum) for “all netting material,” while two 
historic writers connect net cordage with flax (presumably Western blue flax, Linum perenne) 
(Ross 2011:388–389). 
 For Ross, the way to reconcile such contradictions is to ask the people who were actually 
doing the fishing, and this is where the true spirit of his work comes through. 
 The book begins with a dedication to Nancy Flett, a Spokan elder who shared her 
significant knowledge of plants and culture with Ross over a period of many years (Fig. 1). A few 
pages further on, Ross is pictured with Norbert and Christine Abrahamson, another pair of elders, 
sharing a smile and a gift of smoked salmon. The acknowledgments section names a dozen and a 
half more tribal members who aided Ross over time, and nods to others who preferred to remain 
anonymous. The front matter includes a letter from Spokan tribal member George Hill, who writes 
that “Our tribal Elders would not have divulged this knowledge to John if they did not trust in his 
heart to do what was best. They entrusted John to ensure our people did not lose a part of their 
spirit” (Ross 2011:7).  
 In recent personal conversations, descendants of people named in these acknowledgments 
make it clear that their family members thought of themselves not as anthropological informants 
but rather as personal friends of Ross. Two siblings, whose mother worked extensively with Ross, 
recalled that he visited their home so often that they took to calling him “Brother John.”  
 In fact, the stories these descendants tell about their culture, passed down from their elders, 
sound very much like John Ross describing his own time on the reservation. One daughter 
described driving for her mother and assorted elder friends as they visited root grounds, berry 
patches, funerals, and social events throughout the region. These companions ranged across the 
spectrum of kinship and tribal designations; the languages and laughter that buzzed through the car 
included all kinds of Interior Salish and Sahaptin words, but emerged mostly as a fluid mixture of 
Spokan and English. The women shared information as they compared old family ancestries and 
recipes they had heard about, detailing the ongoing and dynamically changing traditions of the 
culture that is Spokan.  
 Several of these descendants emphasized that their parent or grandparent, rather than 
playing any key role in the research, was only one of many people who had a long-term 
relationship with Ross; they insisted that credit should be shared among them all. This attitude 
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Fig. 1. Nancy Flett digging roots near Wilbur, Washington, April 1974 (photograph by Darnell 
Hanson, from the Wynecoop Collection). 
 
 
remains consistent with Ross’s own approach: throughout the many hundreds of quotes and stories 
that inform his text, the author follows respect and tradition in not identifying his sources by 
name. “In writing this monograph,” Ross writes, “every attempt was made to report accurately on 
what was told to me by each elder, without making any conjectured interpretations or conclusions” 
(Ross 2011:14). 
 Working closely with Salish linguist Steve Egesdal, Ross keeps language in a position of 
primary importance throughout his accounts, peppering each paragraph with Spokan Indian words 
and idiomatic phrases related to the delicate knowledge the elders are imparting. In a section on 
infant skin irritation and diaper rash (Ross identifies himself as a medical anthropologist, and it 
shows), he recounts treatments concocted from powdered clay mixed with bear grease, sturgeon 
oil, grease from the neck area of a lamprey, the powdery spores of two different puffballs, and a 
suffusion of snowbush branch tops and leaves, not to mention a modern salve prepared from 
wheat flour and water. The list imparts Spokan words for diaper rash and a baby’s rump before 
describing the “soft pliable growth of vegetative mycelium felt-like membrane referrered to as 
nqa?qe?mín,” which can be found beneath the bark of a buckskin tamarack snag, that was 
carefully peeled off to serve as a cradleboard diaper (Ross 2011:110–11). 
 This approach allows Ross to move through time, capturing nuances and complexity in the 
spiral of tribal changes both before and after white contact. When topics of a sensitive nature arise, 
Ross follows the wishes of the tribal person who shared it, either to be presented without varnish 
or deemed unsuitable for print. As both Ross and living descendents point out, there remain 
volumes of cultural material and stories that are not included in this book.  
 Those same descendants think that the elders who befriended John Ross imparted their 
knowledge specifically for the Spokan people, and hope that they learn to use it. No matter what 
angle future generations use to approach their Spokan world, they will find Ross’s contribution to 
be a central resource, and each page brimming with the energy of true and dedicated hearts. 
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“The Thing Speaks for Itself” 
 
Tina Wynecoop 
 
 

“A major activity of all women in the late fall was the laborious but often enjoyable 
activity of collecting great amounts of bundled tules and cattails from ponds, seeps, 
and mostly shallow lake edges.” (Ross 2011:247) 

 
 
 In the landscape wedged between the Kettle and Columbia Rivers near the International 
Boundary sits a hidden little lake rimmed with hydrophytes. This August (2012) a small band of 
women and one man collected tules (Scirpus validus and S. acutus) at Taylor Lake. For three of 
the women this was a new experience and we were honored to be included in the traditional 
gathering expedition. First, the man sang a blessing and a thanksgiving to the tules, and then the 
instructing, cutting, bundling, and laughter began. The tules were so abundant that we soon had 
enough cut, bundled, stacked and ready to take home to dry for next year’s use. Meanwhile, dried 
and re-moistened tules were provided by our Salish hostess/teacher and we spent the afternoon in 
her home learning how to sew them into mats. We were also taught how to twine Indian hemp into 
the cordage traditionally used to bind the individual stalks together. Being a long process to 
acquire enough twine for our work, we substituted jute string. Metal darning needles substituted 
for the bone sewing needles traditionally used to perforate the tules for stitching. Who, today, 
besides museum collections, have implements for this use—tools which were procured from 
fractured sections of polished deer femur leg bones? Our pocket knives replaced the chert tule-
cutting tool pictured in Fig. 2. By late afternoon our mats, sturdied with red osier sticks at each 
end, took shape and we then took the finished mats outside—walking and dancing on our works of 
art/utility in order to flatten the lovely reeds into submission to their purpose. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 2.  Photograph of tule-cutting lithic tool  from the collection of John Ross, given to him by 
John B. Flett, Spokan. 
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 How heady was the glimpse into the cultural ways as we did this women’s work! The 
August day was woven with laughter, for no matter what personal burdens we carried, the 
laughing was—and always has been—the weft and warp overshadowing activities among native 
women. Our teacher, Patti Bailey, a descendant of the Sinixt (Arrow Lakes Indians), observed, 
“There is a lot of medicine when there are strong women, laughter, and the gifts from our Mother” 
(Pearkes, personal communication 2012). 
 On tule-gathering, Patti adds, “There is varying information from the Kalispel’s, Spokan’s, 
Mid-Columbia and Canadian sources . . . all I know is what I know. I like figuring it out each time 
I collect and weave, that in itself is a gift. I, too, love the spots and character of the tules [referring 
to Ross’s ethnographical descriptions] as they are gathered [after a frost]. A native master basket-
weaver showed me their way, when the tule jumps into your hands at the perfect gathering time—
you don’t always have to cut it. That comes earlier than when we collected [late August]. I was 
able to pull a few the day we collected in such a manner, but you have to really be ‘in touch’ with 
the tules on a daily basis and understand them to catch that time” (Pearkes, personal 
communication 2012). 
 Following this day-long glimpse into tule technology among the Plateau women (Figs. 3 
and 4), I turned to Professor John Alan Ross’s ethnography, The Spokan Indians (Ross 2011), to 
learn more what his informants and his research could teach me of the processes involved. His 
book includes recollections from Nancy Perkins Wynecoop (1875–1939) a Sinixt (Arrow Lakes 
Indian), adopted by the Spokan people. She provided “descriptions of her [grand]mother making . 
. . mats for covering tipis. . . . There were different ways of weaving the grass mats . . . circular 
[conical—sewn to be wider at the bottom end] mats were made for the round teepee [sp]. . . . 
Stalks were used, all the stalk ends together, making it narrower at one end. Other mats were 
woven by alternating the ends, first a small end, then a large.” (Ross 2011:217; Wynecoop 
1985:65). Nancy explained, “It was a fine time for gossip, exhibition of skill, and for eating liberal 
repasts laid out by the hostess” (Elmendorf 1937:100). 
 Patti taught our little group of novices how to make mats by placing seven stalk ends side 
by side parallel to a Red-osier dogwood (Cornus stolonifera, C. sericea) stick, and then securing 
them with stitches of jute twine, repeatedly alternating them with slender stalk tips of seven, until 
we had a table-sized four-cornered mat (Fig. 5). And then we, too, had dinner ‘laid out by the 
hostess.’ 
 Fine fellowship in the pantheon of Northwest ethnographers among which includes 
Edward Curtis, James Teit, T.T. Waterman, Melville Jacobs, Allan Smith, Robert May, and 
William W(elcome) Elmendorf (Ross’s friend and mentor), now belongs to Ross with this 
“massive undertaking” to preserve on record “at least the most obtainable aspects of indigenous 
cultures in the northwest” (Egan 2012:50). Nearly a half century of the author’s life has been 
devoted to a tribal people whose hearts and minds longed to share the way it always was, or, as 
Egan writes, to “capture the essence of their lives before the essence disappeared” (Egan 2012:50). 
Curtis and Ross both realized, “The passing of every old man or woman means the passing of 
some tradition, some knowledge of sacred rights possessed by no other; consequently the 
information that is . . . gathered, for the benefit of future generations, respecting the mode of life 
of one of the great races of mankind, must be collected at once or the opportunity will be lost for 
all time. It is this need that inspired the present task.” (Egan 2012:140). 
 An ethnographer captures the facts. In doing his field work, Ross tells me, he “felt like a 
grandson listening to his grandparents”—that his work in ethnography became “not only of the 
head, but of the heart.” Most poignantly, he repeats, “I didn’t do it for myself. I did it for the old 
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Fig. 3.  Kaye Perkins Hale (Sinixt), cutting tules,  assisted by teacher Patti Bailey (Sinixt), August 
2012 (photograph by Tina Wynecoop). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 4.  Tule gatherers at the end of the morning August 2012 (photograph by Tina Wynecoop). 
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people—people who had lived successfully for 13,000 years. They asked me, ‘John, will they ever 
know these things?  Will you write them down for us?’”   
 These “things” are especially important to one who always longs to step back in time, to 
pick huckleberries, dig roots, view the untrammeled landscape, walk the old trails, speak in a 
language so descriptive of their way of looking at the world. In 1970, I came to the Spokane 
Indian Reservation to teach in the public school. I married Nancy Perkins Wynecoop’s grandson, 
gained life-long friendships and an extensive family, as well as insight into a culture experiencing 
profound and unrelenting change. I gained an insider’s perspective few suye’pis have. With Ross’s 
book I can dig deeper into a subject, accessing it easily with the help of the detailed table of 
contents. My tule gathering experience was illuminated by exploring further about it in his book; 
and, I appreciate that his informants were using Ross as a ‘basket’—a repository for all they 
remembered. They cared deeply about the preservation of their life-ways, and if not possible in 
day-to-day living, at least in its record in his replete ethnography of the Spokan Indians.   
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 5.  Kaye Perkins Hale finishing her tule mat in August 2012 (photograph by Tina Wynecoop). 



79 
 

 
 

  Ross carries so much more ethnographic material than is contained in his book. If 
published the information would fill an encyclopedia. It remains in his heart and mind—and it is a 
special privilege to sit with him and listen to his explanations of life-ways drawn from the 
countless interactions he had with people who had become not just informants but family. 
 Special attention needs to be brought to the superb drawings found throughout the book. 
As noted, without drawing attention to himself on the figure page in the front matter, they were all 
drawn by the author. 
 Finally Ross’s ethnography is published—it was eagerly anticipated. The sequel—the 
“book” that will not see the light of day is now being “written” at night when John turns in for rest 
which is often elusive. “Who,” he asks, “shall I interview tonight? And, one of the old ones will 
come to mind and [we] have a visit.” (T. Wynecoop, personal communication 2012). 
 Today, we might think of Ross as one of the “old ones” who is the reader's informant about 
a people we all wish we had known. One of his students expressed it this way about the professor 
who introduced him to anthropology, who taught him to “look at the world and other cultures—
the incredible diversity of humanity—the joy and appreciation. What began as a student/teacher 
relationship [was] transformed into a friendship. . . .” (Osterman 1995:vi). 
 When I look at the photograph of Ross—a package of fish tucked under his arm gifted 
from the elders he stands next to, Norbert and Christine Abrahamson (Fig. 6), I think of George 
Bird Grinnell’s sage advice to his friend, Edward Curtis, who was driven to record what appeared 
at that time to be the ‘the vanishing race’: “It was important, [Grinnell] cautioned, not to come on 
too strong, too eager. Relax. Soak it all in. Smile. These people are not specimens, not fauna to be 
categorized and put under microscopes. . . .They are just human beings. No more complicated or 
simplistic than others, no more heroic for their survival or tragic for their loss. Laugh at yourself. . 
. . Take time to get acquainted” (Egan 2012:46). 
 “Take time to get acquainted.” Ross, my mentor, guide and friend, sharing a common bond 
of appreciation for the traditional ways of a people deeply cared for, has done just that. Even 
though his bloodline does not match those of the indigenous, his heart and mind resonate with 
theirs, whose ancestors lived so intelligently along the rivers, plateaus, and mountains of Interior 
Salish country. 
 Res ipsa loquitur, “the thing speaks for itself.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 6.  Photograph of John Ross, 1989, with Spokan elders, Norbert and Christine Abrahamson 
(photograph by Dale Potter; Ross 2011:8). 
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Review of The Spokan Indians, by John Alan Ross 
 
Dennis D. Dauble 
 
 There is much to learn from reading and studying this comprehensive, fact-filled account 
of the Spokan Indians by John Alan Ross. I found both the breadth of topics and the amount of 
detail provided on this important regional culture to be impressive. Overall, the book is well-
organized with narrative text that is easy to follow. That it is thoughtfully embedded with original 
quotes and historical records makes for an interesting and informative read. There is also a vast 
amount of source literature as identified by citations.  
 I purchased this book with particular interest in learning more about historical fishing 
practices, important regional fish populations and tool-making/gathering. Consequently, my 
review focused on Chapters VI to XII, which included tool making, subsistence, hunting, 
gathering technology, fishing and cooking/food preservation. I was not disappointed with what I 
found. For example, I learned much about the complex relationships among tool-making and 
subsistence lifestyles dependent on hunting and gathering. The book also provided several detailed 
accounts of early explorers and naturalists to the region. Some I was familiar with, some not.  
Chapter XI, “Fishing,” was quite impressive. It provided considerable detail on preparation and 
storage of salmon, much of which is not documented in other sources. Included in this chapter was 
estimated run size of Chinook salmon based on diet preference and daily consumption rates. This 
information is valuable in helping establish population estimates of salmon and steelhead numbers 
prior to the white settlement period. Fishing methods and seasonality were also covered. 
 Several species of salmon are described, however, it is unlikely that chum salmon were 
ever an important part of Spokane Indian diet. Perhaps there was confusion with “dog” salmon, a 
term often associated with late-run fall Chinook salmon that often arrived to upper Columbia 
River tributaries in poor condition. In addition, some updating of fish names should be noted, such 
as Dolly Varden, which is now considered to be a coastal species different from the inland form of 
the same genus, bull trout.  
 There is limited detail on fisheries other than salmon. For example, mullet or suckers and 
members of the minnow family, including redside shiner, peamouth, chiselmouth and northern 
pikeminnow, were exploited where they were available. I had hoped for more detail, but perhaps 
these fisheries were not important to the Spokan people except for when salmon were not 
available. It is notable that Ross provides one of the more complete accounts of lamprey use in the 
Columbia Plateau region. There were some inaccuracies for species accounts in the text, likely due 
to confusion over common names used to describe fish by early explorers to the region. For 
example, “bullhead” is a term often used by regional Indian tribes to describe sculpins. Thus, is 
not necessarily limited to members of the catfish family, which were not introduced to the region 
until the turn of the twentieth century. Mid-Columbia Indian mythology and legend includes 
origin of the bullhead (i.e., sculpin in this case, see Hunn 1989). In addition, the carp of David 
Thompson and Wilkes (i.e., red and black carp; McPhail and Lindsey 1970; Scott and Crossman 
1973) were almost certainly a species of sucker, thus would not be included as members of the 
minnow family. As noted by Ross, common carp were not introduced to the region until several 
decades after these early explorers passed through the region.  
 Nitpicks aside, the fishing technology section provides one of the more complete accounts 
to be found anywhere with more than 20 pages of detailed descriptions of weirs, traps, nets, spears 
and line fishing. Unfortunately, few pictures and illustrations were provided to support the 
narrative (Fig. 7). The fishing technology section was followed by several pages on major Spokan 
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fisheries, emphasizing Kettle Falls on the Columbia River and the Spokane River and tributaries. 
The context for these fisheries was informative, as was related history of human development 
changes in the upper Columbia River and Spokane River watershed. 
 Despite my bias toward fish and fishing, I kept reading and found several fascinating 
anecdotes on fish use in other chapters of the book. For instance, the not-so-insignificant dental 
issues encountered as a result of chewing “sanded” salmon (Chapter XVII. Medicine and Health) 
and the procedure used by a shaman for removing partially swallowed fish bones (Chapter XVIII. 
Religion and Mythology). I expect to uncover more interesting fish facts with careful study. 
 The back cover describes this book as Ross’s “magnum opus.” I could not agree more. The 
book is original, unique in terms of detailed historical accounts and comprehensive in scope. I 
would heartily recommend it to anyone interested in the history of resource use and Native 
American culture in the Pacific Northwest. 
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Fig. 7.  Three illustrations of fishing technology from The Spokan Indians (Ross 2011).                 
a) serrated flint fish knife, 3 cm (pp. 367);  b) articulated fishook, 3 cm (pp. 397);  c) fish spear 
head, 13 cm (pp. 394).  Drawn by John Ross. Not to Scale.  
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Ross’s Monumental Spokan Study: Grasping—Galloping—Graphics 

 
Jay Miller 

 
 The Spokan Indians, John Ross’s life’s work, is truly encyclopedic; the most 
comprehensive Plateau ethnography we are ever likely to have. As a standard reference for some 
time to come, there are also specific features that are particularly well done and useful for 
comparative purposes. It is these that I want to address: lampreys, horses, and images. They have 
long been interests of my own, calling for greater attention in Plateau and Native American studies 
because they are less understood and doomed in various senses.   
 Lamprey, after existing for half a billion years on the planet, are seriously endangered; 
native fishers supported by their tribal governments are especially concerned (Miller 2012).  
Columbia Basin tribes have contributed casino funds and elder expertise to document and restore 
these environmental mainstays. Anadromous like salmon, they return in the spring to spawn and 
die, decomposing quickly because they have no bones to slow distribution of nutrients back into 
the land and water.  Primitive (Class Agnatha) jawless fishes, they were and are used as food and 
medicine by Northwest tribes. A lamentably passing final glimpse of Kettle Falls black with 
lamprey in the week before the salmon run in 1932 calls attention to the enormity of the losses 
caused by the construction of Grand Coulee Dam.   
 The Spokan eelery is particularly well described (pp. 371–73), with its use of drops of 
blood to release the mouth sucker to allow its capture. Live penning within woven willow frames 
for a few days is only reported for Spokans and Numipu, and has long been denied for the entire 
region. The meat was mixed with huckleberries as a treat. The taboo on eating lamprey (also red 
meat and turtle) by a first menstruant appears in an earlier section (pp. 137).   
 Indeed, data such as these, combined with increasing research, highlights the importance of 
lamprey oil for treating children with earaches, sore muscles, and other ailments. Well aware of 
the great antiquity of lamprey by their very appearance and habits, native people used this 
ointment in the clear hope that the survival strengths of this species would be passed along to their 
own progeny.   
 Horses need much more attention in Northwest ethnography (pp. 458–465). Their peaking 
importance during the early fur trade, surpassing canoes as a means of travel, has been 
underappreciated. Ross does an excellent job of pulling together early sources, especially for a 
Southwest source by the mid-1700s. Horse trappings and gear are usually vaguely mentioned only 
in passing, so the careful consideration of bridle, halter, bits, quirt, saddles, stirrup, and tack is all 
the more welcome. The early use of wooden stirrups, consistent with ancient woodworking 
traditions needs further study. The joys of horse racing get their due, as well as careful husbandry 
through castration of geldings. Remarkable is the discussion of horse farming, with plow, an 
ignored aspect of the historic economy of the Plateau.   
 Missing from this discussion, however, is careful treatment of the role of horses in 
fostering intertribal confederacies on the Plateau, such as that of Weowich for Yakamas and other 
Sahaptians and the Moses family for Salishans, with Spokan participants.   
 The discussion of images in natural settings adds useful detail, especially in Ross’s 
distinctions among pictographs, petroglyphs, dendroglyphs, and geoglyphs (Fig. 8). The overview, 
however, would benefit from comparisons with existing literature. The meaning and context for 
Plateau pictographs now relies on the work with Annie York, the Thompson elder and medical 
translator, published under her title:  They Write their Dreams on the Rock Forever (1993). 
Similarly the cursory mention of the elk geoglyph, where only adults may approach it, is clearly 
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related to the wide spread association of elk with fertility (Walker, Jahner, and DeMall 1980:121). 
The story of hunters honoring their fallen prey nicely disguises this deeper meaning. Other 
geoforms, possibly overlooked, or, at least, not denied, are any earthen fortifications in Spokan 
territory, as they are known for the region, such as at the fork of the Simcoe among Yakamas 
(Miller 2011:83).  
 Unique to this work, outstanding for the Plateau and elsewhere, is the thorough discussion 
of medical aspects of Spokan culture. In this and other topics, the careful linguistic and vocabulary 
contributions of Dr. Steve Egesdal and Ann McCrea (Spokan) deserve special mention, as does 
the willingness of the late William Elmendorf to share his fieldnotes from the extraordinary Sam 
Boyd, Delia Lot, and Nancy Wynecoop. An independent check for these linguistics is provided by 
the life-long work of Dr. Barry Carlson with Pauline Flett and sixteen fluent elders, who together 
produced a grammar and dictionary.  
 Given that this is such a monumental work of almost 900 pages, some repetition and 
formatting gaps are expectable. The crux, at base, is to have it done, out, and used for many years 
to come. Input from reviews can motivate further questions and research, but more than enough 
has already been provided to increase our understanding and appreciation for decades.   
 

 
 

Fig. 8.  John Ross standing near one of six pine trees having dendroglphs, July 1968, Colville 
Reservation, San Poil River watershed. The trees have since been destroyed  (Photograph by 
Harvey Rice).  
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John Alan Ross and The Spokan Indians   

 
Deward E. Walker, Jr. 

 
 My own familiarity with John Ross began in 1965 at Washington State University when 
we worked together with Jack Schultz on a multi-year study of acculturation on the Colville 
Reservation. I served as Ross’s Master’s thesis advisor in which he examined the Colville 
factionalism that was threatening to terminate the Colville Reservation. We continued to work 
together after I became chairman of the anthropology department at the University of Idaho. Later, 
I was able to secure Ross’s contribution on the Spokan for Volume 12 of the Smithsonian 
Institution’s Handbook of North American Indians, which I edited (Walker 1998).  As always, 
Ross’s work was both careful and detailed in this task as well. I also wish to call attention to 
Ross’s impressive research on Spokan burial practices appearing in Journal of Northwest 
Anthropology in the Spring of 2008 (Ross 2008:17), which we were pleased to publish as an 
important addition to the comparative burials research of Roderick Sprague. The reader will also 
find many other examples of Ross’s commitment to ethnographic excellence in the bibliography 
of The Spokan Indians, where his many publications are listed.  
 It is a pleasure to read John Ross’s 892-page ethnography published in 2011, The Spokan 
Indians. It is constructed in a manner typical of the classic, and I would add, definitive, 
ethnographies of the Plateau and Great Basin. Further, it is also characteristic of many classical 
ethnographies in that its completion has occupied decades of Ross’s professional life. His long-
term commitment to detailed ethnographic description in The Spokan Indians is rare and will 
endure as a standard reference work for the Spokan while serving as a model for future 
ethnographers. This work resembles but goes much further than the exhaustive organization of the 
Culture Element Distribution Lists, inspired by Alfred Kroeber, and will be a fitting legacy for 
Ross. 
 Although The Spokan Indians is an ethnographic tour de force, it also addresses many of 
the methodological and theoretical issues Ross has had to face in his forty-year research for this 
volume. It should be read as much for these contributions as for its ethnographic content. As well, 
Ross addresses important historical and cultural controversies and questionable interpretations of 
various prior publications dealing with the Plateau that should be considered by all Plateau 
anthropologists and interested tribal members. 
 Ross’s research also exhibits the influence of several anthropologists such as Allan H. 
Smith and especially William Elmendorf, whose earlier Spokan research was available to Ross. In 
addition are the many Spokan tribal members with whom Ross formed lifelong friendships. The 
Spokan Indians is dedicated to tribal member Nancy Flett, and is praised by George Hill, a Spokan 
artist, for its accuracy and acceptance by the Spokan people.  
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Concluding Remarks from the Author 
 
John Alan Ross 
 
 I am delighted to be able to personally acknowledge the colleagues and friends who have 
so kindly devoted time and effort in critically reviewing my recent ethnographic publication, The 
Spokan Indians. But before doing so, I should briefly explain some of its origins. 
 Without the encouragement and influences of other people, this book likely would never 
have been written or published. Prior to graduate school, I had received no instruction in 
conducting ethnographic fieldwork. However, my wife had graduated from the University of 
Oregon with a major in anthropology. Soon after, we were hired by the Public Health Department 
of the Australian Government to conduct a pilot project in the introduction of peanut cultivation 
among the Chimbu of New Guinea, in the Eastern Highlands province, where kwashiorkor was 
endemic among the young children. This multiyear project involved extensive fieldwork, which I 
found to be intensely interesting, and ultimately of benefit to the Chimbu families. 
 Upon leaving New Guinea, my wife and I enrolled in graduate school, first at Montana 
State University and then Washington State University, where I decided to major in anthropology. 
I was most fortunate to become a teaching assistant of Dr. Deward E. Walker, Jr., for 
approximately six semesters, during which time I had the benefit of his expert instruction in 
ethnography, in both the classroom setting and out in the field—primarily with the Nez Perce and 
Colville Indians. It was because of Dr. Walker’s devotion and skills in ethnographic fieldwork that 
I benefited from his well-established contributions to both Salish-and Sahaptin-speaking Native 
American Indians. 
 With a master’s degree in anthropology, I was hired on at Eastern Washington University, 
where I taught for 32 years in the Department of Anthropology. During this time, I focused on 
ethnographic fieldwork on the Spokane Indian Reservation. 
 The one person who was most responsible for the successful direction of my fieldwork 
with the Spokan, and the eventual publication of my Spokan People monograph, was undoubtedly 
the brilliant Salish ethnographer, Dr. Steven M. Egesdal, who is arguably the most devoted and 
accomplished Salish linguist in our era. To confirm this, one need only read his remarkably 
comprehensive work with the Flathead, Spokan, and Thompson Indians. 
 It was quite by chance that one of my favorite students, Deane R. Osterman, Jr., happened 
to bring Steve Egesdal to our home, which commenced a long and intense friendship. On this 
occasion, Steve convinced me to continue my fieldwork with the Spokan and to publish my 
findings. During the subsequent nine years of organizing and expanding my Spokan field notes, 
Steve spent literally hundreds and hundreds—perhaps thousands—of hours reviewing and 
correcting the Spokan linguistics in my book. Upon my completion of the first draft, he kindly 
offered to do a final review, which sadly I declined because of illness and a longing to publish the 
ethnography in a timely fashion. 
 Darby C. Stapp, the innovative editor of the Journal of Northwest Anthropology, is to be 
complimented for his publicly encouraging the readers and contributors of this journal to evaluate 
various articles of interdisciplinary anthropologic study, particularly to facilitate the relationships 
among indigenous groups and concerned anthropologists. This may culminate in a critical 
multidisciplinary review of the major ethnographic and diachronic studies of the Spokan people 
and other contemporary and seemingly-homogeneous native groups. It would undoubtedly reveal 
the existence of attitudes and practices of ethnographic behavior, rituals, and beliefs that are no 
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longer functional. These peoples’ current predicament is due to the regrettable dynamics of 
deculturation and selective assimilation of certain cultural traits and beliefs. 
 The ongoing deculturation also undermined the efforts of ethnographers, because with 
every passing year, there were fewer surviving Spokan Indian elders who could accurately 
describe the language, rituals, and other cultural elements of which only those elders had firsthand 
experience. Moreover, far too many ethnographers conducted primary research for no more than 
two or three summers, which greatly limited not only their abilities to gain the trust of sources, but 
also the number and extent of interviews they could conduct. As a consequence, an ethnographer’s 
conclusion as to the causes for any given cultural change and belief, could be quite erroneous, 
based upon differentially acquired knowledge by the elders. 
 In considering my own four decades of fieldwork with the Spokan people, and being 
cognizant of the different rates of deculturation and the acquiring or replication of suyápi cultural 
influences, I was usually taught once-universal beliefs or rituals of which only my elder mentor 
had linguistic and cultural knowledge. Sadly, when an elderly Spokan lady died, no one else in her 
group might be knowledgeable of the words and rituals she had acquired during her lifetime. Her 
children and grandchildren had no interest to learn them, for television was their pastime. After all 
the thousands of hours with the wonderful, kind, and knowledgeable elders, I can only agree with 
Darby Stapp’s meaning of objective comparative critiques. After all, it is the basis for all 
anthropological disciplines. 
 Although it had been only on two occasions that I had the distinct pleasure and honor of 
meeting Jack Nisbet, this internationally-acclaimed scholar and historian is respected by the 
Spokan people, who speak of him with well-founded admiration. His universal acceptance is 
based upon his commitment that every Spokan—young and old alike—now has an opportunity to 
learn of their once-dynamic culture, as well as the Spokan’s adaptation to an environment they 
understood and attempted to protect. 
 Perhaps what is most important in Jack Nisbet’s evaluation, is when he states how an 
inquiring anthropologist should “move through time, capturing nuances and complexity in the 
spiral of tribal changes both before and after white contact.” 
 Without having the opportunity to discuss the idea with Jack Nisbet, I suspect that his 
commitment to the study of Native Americans is to a great extent a result of his many years of 
study of the early English and Scottish explorers David Douglas and David Thompson, and of 
their selective acceptance of Native American survival skills. Jack Nisbet’s deep understanding of 
ethnobotany—which is the basis for the Native Americans’ survival—has permitted him an 
intimate and thorough appreciation of a people who have accepted his gifts of knowledge. 
 Whenever I open my magnum opus, I am always aware of my deep and sincere gratitude 
to Tina Wynecoop, a thoughtful and delightful lady who always shared her time and kind efforts 
to encourage me while collecting Spokan ethnography and during the—sometimes difficult— 
sessions of writing. Both Tina Wynecoop and her Spokan husband ‘Judge’ frequently suggested 
people on the Spokane Indian Reservation who they felt could assist me in learning more about 
Spokan beliefs and practices. 
 For many years, Tina Wynecoop has assiduously collected often obscure newspaper 
clippings as well as semi-professional accounts of the Spokan Indians. She probably has the most 
complete archival collection of material concerning the Spokan people. It should be noted that 
both Tina and Judge Wynecoop have for many years given generously of their time and efforts by 
volunteering their services and knowledge to local museums and other organizations concerned 
with Native Americans. 
 It was during a conversation between Tina Wynecoop and Darby Stapp that the idea of a 
multi-disciplinary review of my Spokan ethnography, which thankfully the editors of The Journal 
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of Northwest Anthropology have completed. I am convinced that the exchange of ideas and 
evaluations by authors of different backgrounds and research interests is of considerable value. 
 I was most impressed with the kind and well-written review by Dennis D. Dauble, of The 
Spokan Indians. He is absolutely correct that I should have been more explicit in identifying 
certain fish species as well as providing more illustrations of fishing technologies. 
 Unfortunately, during the latter phase of writing this manuscript, I was confronted with the 
dilemma of limited time and space—time for further writing and research, and the space 
limitations of a printed book. On numerous occasions, my detailed fieldwork revealed variations 
and alternative interpretations of ethnographic evidence, usually based on the informant’s age. 
Also, when interviewing, for example, an elderly lady from a different Indian group, her 
ethnographic description or linguistic phrasing could differ considerably from that of the local 
Spokan. 
 Dennis Dauble, a fine scholar, is correct that certain ethnographic topics could have been 
better summarized. I am afraid that that was an ongoing problem during the writing of the book. 
Even today I recall aspects of activities, such as religious rituals, that I could have included in my 
writing. There was also the dilemma of determining to whom I was writing the book: 
anthropologists, historians, the Spokan Indians, or the reading public. 
 I was impressed with Dennis Dauble’s concern with traditional subsistence and lifestyles 
dependant upon and well-adapted to hunting and gathering, but which the arrival of Europeans 
would change forever. The resulting deterioration of the indigenous medical profile remains a 
serious situation, one that is exacerbated by a generally inadequate diet that seldom utilizes the 
more healthy indigenous animal and plant foods of the Spokan ancestors. 
 I am most grateful to Jay Miller, an ethnographer whose extensive and comprehensive 
writing I have enjoyed for many years. I regret not acknowledging more completely his 
understanding of the lamprey and eel among certain Plateau groups—ones critical to a group’s 
medical profile. His knowledge, like that of Nancy Turner, of plant and ethnomedical uses is most 
impressive. 
 Jay Miller has, over the years, no doubt gained a remarkable understanding and 
appreciation of various curing shamans. Since there were at least five or even six specializations of 
shamanistic diagnostic and curing powers, I suspect one could have, at one time, identified certain 
diagnostic conditions or traits critical to making a patient’s meaningful diagnosis. 
 During my time as a fieldworker with the Spokan, as near as I could discern, there was 
only one active curing shaman, with whom I made a number of visits to the Flathead Indian 
Reservation. However, I was fortunate to record numerous accounts of past curing rituals once 
conducted among the Spokan and by several Spokan who had traveled to several southern non-
Salish speaking groups. 
 Jay Miller is correct in noting that I should have devoted more attention to a discussion of 
images in natural settings. Sadly, many pictographs and geoglyphs have been destroyed—most 
notably dendroglyphs, as an unfortunate consequence of logging. Although I frequently inquired 
about early earthen fortifications in Spokan territory, I knew of none. However, roughly 40 meters 
north of the Spokane River, I photographed one major displacement of a circular ring of excavated 
earth, which the locals claimed had been built many years ago by a Nez Perce man, to secure the 
base of an unusually large tipi. 
 Again, I wish to express my gratitude to the people who helped in the development of my 
Spokan monograph, as well as to those who have continued the discussion in the articles to be 
found in this publication. 
 The Spokan elders would have undoubtedly appreciated this dialogue, for they themselves 
were steeped in an oral tradition like no other. This was demonstrated to me on countless 
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occasions, when I was interviewing such mentors. Because their children and grandchildren did 
not speak the language—and few showed any interest in learning—these elders felt quite isolated, 
and expressed great delight when they had a chance to talk about the old ways, to patiently answer 
my questions, to hear themselves again speak Spokan, and to softly sing a curing song. These 
wonderful people did not feel at ease trying to explain to the youth about their past rituals and 
traditions, because the young, living in Western culture, cared nothing of the reasons for those 
traditions and the language itself. In fact, the elders tended to remember those traditions only in 
the Spokan language. Recounting the old ways and what had been lost, could bring many of these 
people to tears, and yet it was clearly cathartic for them, just as it was memorable for me. I always 
felt fortunate that they were kind enough to entrust to me what was in their hearts. 
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