
y people have been calling me. Yakama 
tribal members live here and when they get mad it’s 
like stepping on a wasp nest in the woods,” the man 
says. He hits the table in anger.

Who is he talking about? I look at the people sitting 
at the end of the room. Who called him? As usual, no 
matter how tense the discussion gets or how heated 
a speaker becomes everyone else in the room sits ex-
pressionless. The person speaking could be reciting the 
number of door knobs needed for a new house.

For close to four years, I’ve been the reporter for the 
Corps of Engineers on their rebuilding of Celilo Indian 
Village, a community of some 70 people ten miles 
east of The Dalles, Oregon. It is a dream job—to listen 
and record. For me it is like getting to watch a beau-
tiful mountain range. I get to be with people whose 
ancestors have lived on this land 
for 10,000 years, their culture and 
traditions so different from mine.

In an article about a Wasco wom-
an, she was asked how the Wasco 
people learned their history without 
history books. She said when she 
was a young girl, she went out with 
the women when they picked berries and dug roots. As 
they worked, the women told stories. The girl had to re-
peat the stories back again and again until she remem-
bered each one perfectly.

I listen and try to learn. In this article 
I changed people’s names, but not 

the facts.
My window is a small one into 

this culture. People at the meet-
ings I go to are from only three of 

the 562 federally recognized American Indian Tribes—
the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reserva-
tion, the Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs, and the 
Confederated Tribes and Bands of the Yakama Nation. 
And the individuals I meet represent only one culture 
of each group. The Yakama Nation is composed of 14 
tribes, the Umatilla and Warm Springs three each. 

Yet the stoic countenance they share. People rarely 
look at the person speaking; they seem to stare into 
the middle distance, although it is clear afterwards that 
they listened carefully. Some people stand to speak, 
others sit. Both are okay. Most everyone ends speak-
ing by saying, “And that is all I have to say.” 

In my European-based culture, we say to a person 
who talks too long, “Okay, thanks, we’ve got a lot to 
cover. We’re going to have to give someone else a 

chance to speak.” It’s like there is 
a time clock in everyone’s head, 
and we set that clock. In our 
heads that timer goes off and it’s 
time for the speaker to wrap up. 
Not at the Indian meetings I at-
tend. A person can say a sentence 
or talk for a half hour. No one in-

terrupts. In fact, listeners sit with the same expression-
less façade whether the speaker shouts or reads a list.

I watch and try to pick up clues about how to act. 
But it’s confusing. When someone dies, I know that no 
one is to speak that person’s name for a year. I am care-
ful to say, “I am sorry to hear about your sister.” or “I 
liked your mother.” Still long after a year passes, I don’t 
hear anyone refer to that person by name. I don’t either. 

Kinship is confusing too. Leo tells me, “Auntie 
wants me to have my picture taken, but I don’t want 
to.” Auntie may or may not be his aunt. Any woman 
anyone in the generation of a person’s mother can be 
called that term of respect.

An invocation is given at the start of the meetings I 
go to. Almost always it is in an Indian language, but 
it might be in Cayuse or Paiute or Sahaptin. Some-
times it is sung. I don’t know if the songs are words or 
sounds or tones, but all seem to know the song and 
sing along. When Warm Springs tribal chair Ron Sup-
pah sings, I can ride on the notes. 

Because I have such a small window on a cul-
ture so different from my own, I wonder if Navajo 
or Chickasaw or Ojibway meetings keep different 
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customs. Are customs or a poor tribe different from 
those of a rich tribe? 

What is constant through most American Indian 
tribes is Blood Quantum. It’s a way of defining mem-
bership in a Native American group. It wasn’t some-
thing I could see or hear about it in a discussion, and 
so I didn’t learn about it for several years. I found out 
about it because my friend Ann from the village told 
me her cousin was dating someone outside the tribe, 
“I tell my kids it’s okay to have a romance with some-
one outside the tribe, but they should marry someone 
from the tribe.” 

“My kids are 100 percent Warm Springs. If they 
marry a Nez Perce or Umatilla or white, their kids are 
only half Warm Springs,” she said. “If their children 
marry outside the tribe, they are only a quarter. Less 
than a quarter they loose all their benefits. They can’t 
be enrolled in the tribe.”

My husband was born in Germany to a German 
father and an American mother. At birth he became 
a citizen of both countries. But this is not the way of 
these tribes. I understand Ann’s concern. If someone 
is enrolled in a tribe, the tribe is there for many things. 
Ann’s husband was in a car accident last year far from 
home; the tribe paid her expenses to travel there.

She is enrolled Warm Springs. Enrolled members 
have first preference for jobs in tribal enterprises. The 
tribe pays college or vocational training tuition and 
expenses. Every month each member gets a payment 
and at Christmas a bonus from tribal enterprises, from 
things like—timber sales, manufacturing lumber, 
power right-of-ways, casino profits. This is not taxpay-
er money. It’s like tribal members are investors in the 
tribal corporations.

For three years, I had been in the village and not 
known about quantum blood, but once I knew, I saw 
how it affected people’s sense of security. Some people 
could trace Indian anacestry back hundreds of years 
and yet not be eligible to enroll in any tribe. Enrolled 
people might be poor, but they belonged.

I have friends and neighbors who travel to India or 
Africa or Italy or Peru to see another culture. Yet mere 
miles from their homes they can visit rich cultures. The 
second weekend in April Celilo Village holds its an-
nual salmon feast and the last weekend in October a 
powwow. They welcome all. 

And that is all I have to say.

Susan Hess
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