Dick Basch

Guy Capoeman skippers the Dragonfly, the Clatsop-Nehalem Confederated Tribes’ cedar dugout canoe, at the estuary near the Ne-ah-coxie site with his daughter, llia, and tribal members

Charlotte and Lorraine Basch.
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Habitat Preserve but known before as
Ne-ah-coxie, or “place of little pines”—
back to the Clatsop-Nehalem peo-

ple, who inhabited the coast for cen-
turies before white settlement, disease
and government termination policy des-
ecrated their community. The land that
was returned was one of the main long-
house neighborhoods for the tribe centu-
ries ago, Lawson said.

“Now we’re sort of getting this rebirth
through this land,” he added.

Lawson began researching his lin-
eage, which contains ties to both the
Clatsop people and Chief Coboway, as
well as a family of settlers by the last
name Smith, as a undergraduate studying
architecture at the University of Oregon.

One of the most prominent historical
figures from the Oregon Coast’s recent
history is Celiaste (also known as Helen)
Coboway Smith, the daughter of Chief
Coboway and wife of Solomon Howard

Smith. She lived from 1801 to 1891.

Lawson never met his grandfather,
who was both a Clatsop and Smith, but
he heard stories from his grandmother.
That spurred his interest in reading old
newspaper articles, looking at historical
archives and visiting gravesites to help
him trace his ancestry.

“Now I’m a member of the tribe,
decades later,” he said.

His personal research and interactions
with tribal scholars have led him on “an
amazing exploration,” he said. “It never
ceases to amaze me what I learn almost
daily.”

His goal now is to contribute to
strengthening the collective memory
of Oregon and the country with accu-
rate pieces of history regarding the Clat-
sop-Nehalem people and what happened
to them as a result of white settlement.
He feels it’s important to share not just
the negative and shameful parts of the
past, “but also the amazing things that
happened on the coast,” he said.

Lawson’s interest in his personal his-
tory and his people is complemented
by his long-term affinity for vernacu-
lar architecture, defined as a constructed
environment that is based upon local
needs and incorporates materials indige-
nous to its particular region.

“That’s always been a passion of
mine,” he said.

Now, these two passions are merg-
ing as he assists in creating plans for the
longhouse, which is a complex undertak-
ing. In terms of architectural and design
elements, he said, the especially tricky
part is walking the “fine line between
imitation and inspiration.”

“We don’t want it to be a decorated
barn,” he said. “It needs to be truly
rooted in the traditions of the longhouse.’

Although the plans are still being
developed, he anticipates the building
will include meeting space, classrooms,
office space and a museum.

“We want to be a welcoming group
and bring people to the site,” he said.
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