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Whale Hunting Our 
Makah Right!
By Neuee Vitalis and Edith Hottowe, 
members of the Makah tribe

The practice o f  whale hunting is 
essential to our people.

According to Makah legend, the 
W hale w as b rough t by the 
Thunderbird. a mythical creature to 
feed our people because they were 
starving.

Every year in Mid-August, we hold 
a potlatch (special gathering) to rec­
ognize and honor the treaty that was 
signed by Governor Isaac Stevens 
and the Pacific Northwest Indian tribes 
in 185 5. Our legal right to hunt whales 
was part o f that agreement. Exercis­
ing that right is a celebration o f  our 
culture and protecting it is impera­
tive. Our ancestors reserved those 
rights so that the future generations 
would also depend upon the sea for 
food as they did.

Since the 1920’s, we had stopped 
whaling. We knew we were going to 
again

someday. We resumed the prac­
tice in May with a tribal whale hunt 
that was open to the public. This 
month, a Makah family will be cho­
sen and given the privilege by the 
Whaling Commission in our commu­
nity.

To hunt is a personal choice and a 
serious one.

The whalers undergo vigorous 
training that takes many days. Part o f 
it involves fasting, praying and bath­
ing themselves for the occasion. Tra- 
ditionally, they bathe in streams and 
whip themselves with nettle or hem­
lock to remove any human smells that 
the whale may pick up. It is custom­
ary to use the most efficient means o f 
catching the whales.

During the last hunt, a small 
30 ton grey whale came up to 
the surface and stayed there for 
the whalers to catch. We be­
lieved that it was done out o f 
self-sacrifice, knowing that we 
would honorit. Once the whale 
was caught, it took the women 
5 days to render the oil, cut up 
the meat and prepare it for 5,000 
guests. The villagers o f  long 
ago would welcome the whale 
as a guest and divided it up 
among themselves. They ate 
the skin and blubber, used the 
blubber oil as a dip for dried 
fish, used the sinews to make 
rope, fashioned the intestines 
into bags to store oil, and shaped 
the bones into tools.The tribal

A Traditional Makah Whaler in 1915.
Photo courtesy o f Edward S. C urtis and the Portland Art 
Museum.

whale hunt and potlatch that followed 
was a celebration o f  life changes. It 
unified the com m unities o f  native 
people and kept our cultural ties 
strong. There were m any that took 
great pride in being there. It brought 
about a great resurgence o f  feel­
ings o f  w hat it was like for our 
ancestors. W e value that. They left 
us w ith such a legacy that we want

to do the best we can to pre­
serve it.

M akahs have always been a 
sovereign people with a right to 
our own destiny through self- 
governm ent and self-determ i­
nation. We will always hold 
fast and strong to that because 
as our people have said, “this is 
w hat you must do.”
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The Makah Treaty
The fo llo w in g  a r tic le  is an ex ce rp t taken  

from  the tre a ty  betw een  the fed e ra l g o v e rn ­
m ent and the M akah tr ib e  in 1 855.

ARTICLE 3. The rig h t o f tak in g  fish  at 
all usual and accustom ed  g rounds and s ta ­
tio n s is secu red  to said  Ind ians in com m on 

w ith all c it iz e n s  o f  the T e rr ito ry , and o f 
e re c tin g  tem p o rary  houses for the purpose  

o f cu ring  the sam e; to g e th e r  w ith the p r iv i­
lege o f h u n tin g , g a th e rin g  roo ts and b e r­

r ie s , and p a s tu rin g  th e ir  ho rses on all open 
and unc la im ed  lands. P rovided , how ever. 

T hat they  sha ll not take  sh e ll- f ish  from any 
beds s taked  or c u ltiv a te d  by c itiz e n s ; and

p ro v id ed , a lso , tha t they shall a lte r  all 
s ta ll io n s  not in ten d ed  for b reed in g , and 
keep up and co n fin e  the s ta llio n s  th em ­

se lv es .
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REST, RELAXATION AND REJUVENATION.
They’re all yours in our beautiful 

lakeside setting. Indulge yourself in 

a pampering massage. Relax in our 

natural mineral hot spring pools.

Sip a capouccino at Miss Margaret's 

Espresso Bar. Then savor the live 

entertainment and Fraser Valley

cuisine of the Copper Room. 

Midweek and weekend packages 

available. Only 1-1/2 hours from 

Vancouver and 3 hours from 

Seattle, the Harrison Hot Springs 

Resort is an all-time favorite 

throughout the Pacific Northwest
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