
history of the puyallup tribe

history of the puyallup tribe is a rich tapestry woven with threads of resilience, cultural preservation,

and a deep connection to their ancestral lands. This article delves into the fascinating narrative of the

Puyallup people, tracing their origins, societal structures, encounters with European settlers, and their

ongoing journey of self-determination. We will explore the significance of their traditional territories, the

impact of treaties and federal policies, and the vibrant resurgence of their culture and sovereignty.

Understanding the Puyallup Tribe's history is crucial for appreciating the indigenous heritage of the

Pacific Northwest and the enduring spirit of its original inhabitants.

Ancient Origins and Traditional Territories

Pre-Contact Puyallup Society and Culture

The Arrival of Europeans and Early Interactions

Treaty Making and the Loss of Land

Life on the Reservation and Federal Policies

The Struggle for Fishing Rights and Sovereignty

Cultural Revitalization and Modern Puyallup Nation

The Puyallup Tribe Today



Ancient Origins and Traditional Territories of the Puyallup Tribe

The history of the Puyallup Tribe is deeply rooted in the fertile lands and abundant waters of the Puget

Sound region. Archaeological evidence and oral traditions suggest the presence of the ancestors of

the Puyallup people in this area for thousands of years. Their traditional territories encompassed a vast

expanse, stretching from the foothills of Mount Rainier to the shores of Commencement Bay and the

Puyallup River delta. This strategically located homeland provided ample resources for sustenance and

facilitated trade and cultural exchange with neighboring tribes.

Defining Puyallup Ancestral Lands

The ancestral lands of the Puyallup people were not merely geographic boundaries but were

intrinsically linked to their spiritual beliefs and way of life. These lands provided the foundational

elements for their existence, including salmon-rich rivers, forests teeming with game, and the bounty of

the Puget Sound. The Puyallup River, in particular, served as a central artery, supporting their

communities and providing essential resources for generations.

Pre-Contact Puyallup Society and Culture

Before the arrival of European explorers, the Puyallup Tribe had a complex and sophisticated societal

structure, characterized by strong kinship ties and a rich cultural heritage. Their governance was often

decentralized, with leadership roles held by respected chiefs who were chosen for their wisdom,

generosity, and ability to represent their people. Family and clan affiliations formed the bedrock of their

social organization, influencing everything from marriage customs to economic activities.



Social Structure and Governance

The Puyallup social structure was hierarchical, though not rigidly so. Extended families, or "clans,"

were the primary social units, and individuals identified strongly with their clan. Chiefs were responsible

for mediating disputes, organizing communal activities, and representing the tribe in intertribal

relations. Their authority was based on consensus and the well-being of the community, rather than

absolute power.

Economic Activities and Resource Management

The Puyallup Tribe were adept at managing the abundant natural resources of their environment.

Fishing, particularly for salmon, was a cornerstone of their economy and diet. They developed

sophisticated fishing techniques and tools, ensuring sustainable harvests. Hunting game in the

surrounding forests, gathering berries, roots, and other plants, and engaging in trade with neighboring

tribes further contributed to their economic self-sufficiency.

Spiritual Beliefs and Ceremonial Practices

The spiritual beliefs of the Puyallup people were animistic, recognizing the sacredness of the natural

world. They believed in spirits residing in animals, plants, and natural phenomena. Ceremonies and

rituals played a vital role in their lives, marking important life events, appeasing spirits, and ensuring

good fortune. Storytelling was a crucial method of passing down their history, laws, and spiritual

teachings from one generation to the next.



The Arrival of Europeans and Early Interactions

The mid-19th century marked a significant turning point in the history of the Puyallup Tribe with the

arrival of European American settlers and the establishment of trading posts and later, settlements.

Initial interactions were often characterized by curiosity and a degree of cooperation, as both groups

sought to understand each other and engage in trade. However, these early encounters also

foreshadowed the profound changes and challenges that lay ahead for the Puyallup people.

First Encounters and Trade

European explorers and traders, such as members of the Wilkes Expedition, made contact with the

Puyallup Tribe in the early to mid-1800s. These encounters often involved the exchange of goods, with

Native peoples trading furs and other resources for manufactured items like tools, cloth, and weapons.

While trade was initially beneficial, it also introduced new dynamics and dependencies.

Impact of Settlement and Disease

As more settlers arrived, the pressure on Puyallup lands increased. The introduction of European

diseases, to which the indigenous populations had no immunity, had a devastating impact, causing

significant population decline. The encroachment of settlers also led to increased competition for

resources and growing tensions.

Treaty Making and the Loss of Land

The mid-19th century was a period of intense treaty-making between the U.S. federal government and



Native American tribes across the United States. For the Puyallup Tribe, this era led to the signing of

the Medicine Creek Treaty of 1854 and subsequently the Puyallup Treaty of 1856, agreements that

would fundamentally alter their relationship with their ancestral lands and their autonomy.

The Medicine Creek Treaty of 1854

Negotiated by Isaac Stevens, the Superintendent of Indian Affairs and Governor of Washington

Territory, the Medicine Creek Treaty involved numerous tribes, including the Puyallup. The treaty was

intended to cede vast tracts of land to the U.S. government in exchange for promises of reservations,

annuities, and protection. However, the terms of the treaty were often misunderstood or

misrepresented, and the Puyallup people felt coerced into signing.

The Puyallup Treaty of 1856

Following continued disputes and increased settler encroachment, the Puyallup Tribe, along with other

local tribes, were involved in further treaty negotiations. The treaty of 1856, often seen as a

reaffirmation or amendment of the Medicine Creek Treaty, continued the process of land cession and

aimed to establish specific reservation boundaries. The loss of ancestral lands through these treaties

was a profound blow to the Puyallup way of life.

Life on the Reservation and Federal Policies

The establishment of reservations, including the Puyallup Indian Reservation, marked a new chapter of

existence for the tribe, one heavily influenced by federal policies designed to assimilate Native

Americans into mainstream society. This period was characterized by significant challenges, including

the erosion of traditional governance, cultural suppression, and economic hardship.



Assimilation Policies and Cultural Suppression

Federal policies of the late 19th and early 20th centuries aimed to dismantle tribal structures and force

assimilation. This included establishing boarding schools where Puyallup children were often punished

for speaking their language or practicing their customs. The Dawes Act of 1887, for example, broke up

communally held reservation lands into individual allotments, further undermining tribal cohesion and

leading to the loss of millions of acres of Native land.

Economic Challenges and Dependency

Life on the reservation often brought economic difficulties. The allotted lands were not always suitable

for traditional subsistence practices, and opportunities for economic development were limited. Federal

oversight and management of tribal resources sometimes led to inefficiencies and a sense of

dependency, hindering self-sufficiency.

The Struggle for Fishing Rights and Sovereignty

Central to the history of the Puyallup Tribe and many other Pacific Northwest tribes is the enduring

struggle to protect their treaty-reserved fishing rights. The right to fish in their "usual and accustomed

grounds and stations" was a critical provision of the treaties, ensuring their ability to sustain

themselves and maintain their cultural identity.

The Boldt Decision and its Impact

Decades of legal battles culminated in the landmark 1974 Boldt Decision, which affirmed the treaty

rights of Pacific Northwest tribes, including the Puyallup Tribe, to half of the salmon and steelhead



trout harvest in the region. This decision was a monumental victory for tribal sovereignty and resource

management, though it also sparked significant backlash from some state officials and commercial

fishing interests.

Asserting Tribal Sovereignty

The fight for fishing rights became a powerful catalyst for the broader assertion of tribal sovereignty.

The Puyallup Tribe, like many other indigenous nations, has worked diligently to regain control over

their governance, resources, and cultural institutions. This involves re-establishing tribal courts,

developing economic enterprises, and advocating for their rights at local, state, and federal levels.

Cultural Revitalization and Modern Puyallup Nation

In recent decades, the Puyallup Tribe has experienced a remarkable resurgence of cultural pride and

revitalization. This movement is driven by a deep commitment to preserving and promoting their

ancestral language, traditions, and heritage for future generations. The tribe has invested significantly

in programs and initiatives aimed at cultural preservation and education.

Language Preservation Efforts

The Puyallup language, like many indigenous languages, faced severe decline due to historical

assimilation policies. However, dedicated tribal members and linguists are working tirelessly to

document, teach, and revive the Lushootseed language, which is spoken by the Puyallup and other

Coast Salish peoples. Language classes, immersion programs, and the creation of educational

materials are crucial components of these efforts.



Reviving Traditional Practices and Arts

Traditional arts and crafts, such as weaving, carving, and beadwork, are being actively revived and

taught. Ceremonial dances, music, and storytelling are also integral to cultural preservation, providing

a vibrant connection to the past. These practices not only maintain cultural identity but also contribute

to the economic well-being of the tribe through the sale of authentic arts and crafts.

The Puyallup Tribe Today

The Puyallup Tribe is a dynamic and thriving nation today, actively engaged in managing its resources,

providing services to its members, and pursuing economic development. Their government operates as

a sovereign entity, with elected officials and tribal departments overseeing various aspects of tribal life.

The tribe is a significant economic force in the region, with enterprises ranging from gaming and

hospitality to retail and environmental services.

Tribal Government and Services

The Puyallup Tribal Council provides leadership and governance, making decisions on behalf of the

tribe. The tribal government offers a range of essential services to its members, including healthcare,

education, housing, and social services. These services are critical for improving the quality of life and

fostering the well-being of the Puyallup people.

Economic Development and Future Outlook

The Puyallup Tribe has demonstrated considerable success in economic development, generating

revenue through diverse business ventures. These enterprises not only provide employment



opportunities for tribal members but also generate funds to support tribal programs and infrastructure.

The tribe continues to look towards the future, focusing on sustainable economic growth and the

continued empowerment of its people, ensuring the enduring legacy of the Puyallup Tribe for

generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of the name 'Puyallup'?

The name 'Puyallup' is derived from their ancestral language, where it translates to 'the people of the

generous valley' or 'the people of the river.' It refers to the fertile valley and the Puyallup River where

they traditionally lived.

Where was the traditional territory of the Puyallup Tribe located?

The traditional territory of the Puyallup Tribe encompassed a vast area in the Puget Sound region of

Washington State, primarily centered around the Puyallup River, Commencement Bay, and extending

into the surrounding lowlands and foothills.

What were some of the primary resources and livelihoods of the

Puyallup people?

The Puyallup people were skilled fishers, relying heavily on the abundant salmon runs in the Puyallup

River and Puget Sound. They also hunted game, gathered roots and berries, and engaged in trade

with neighboring tribes.

When did significant contact with non-native settlers begin for the

Puyallup Tribe?

Significant contact with non-native settlers, particularly Americans, began in the mid-19th century with

the arrival of missionaries and pioneers following the Donation Land Claim Act.



What was the significance of the Treaty of Medicine Creek for the

Puyallup Tribe?

The Treaty of Medicine Creek, signed in 1854, was a pivotal agreement where the Puyallup Tribe,

along with other local tribes, ceded vast amounts of land to the United States government in exchange

for reservations and promises of protection and resources.

What challenges did the Puyallup Tribe face following the treaty

agreements?

The Puyallup Tribe faced numerous challenges, including displacement from their ancestral lands,

disruption of their traditional lifestyles, cultural suppression, broken promises by the U.S. government,

and the devastating impact of diseases.

What role did Chief Leschi play in the history of the Puyallup Tribe?

Chief Leschi was a prominent leader of the Puyallup and Nisqually tribes during the mid-19th century.

He was a vocal advocate for his people's rights and land, resisting assimilation and leading resistance

against encroaching settlers, which ultimately led to his controversial trial and execution.

What is the current status of the Puyallup Tribe's sovereignty and self-

governance?

The Puyallup Tribe is a federally recognized sovereign nation with its own government, laws, and

services. They actively work to preserve their culture, language, and economic self-sufficiency.

What are some modern initiatives and cultural preservation efforts of

the Puyallup Tribe?

Modern initiatives include language revitalization programs, cultural education, archaeological

preservation, natural resource management, economic development through businesses like the

Emerald Queen Casino, and community health services.



What is the general geographic area of the current Puyallup Indian

Reservation?

The Puyallup Indian Reservation is located in Pierce County, Washington, primarily encompassing

areas around Tacoma and neighboring communities, including portions of the Puyallup River delta and

Commencement Bay.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the history of the Puyallup Tribe, each with a short description:

1. People of the River: A History of the Puyallup Tribe

This comprehensive work delves into the rich and complex history of the Puyallup people, tracing their

origins from ancient times to their present-day resurgence. It explores their deep connection to the

Puyallup River and surrounding lands, their interactions with early settlers and the U.S. government,

and the ongoing struggle for sovereignty and self-determination. The book highlights key cultural

practices, significant treaties, and the resilience of the Puyallup community.

2. The Cedar Canoe: Traditional Life of the Puyallup

This beautifully illustrated book offers a detailed look at the traditional lifeways of the Puyallup Tribe

before significant European contact. It describes their sustainable resource management, their intricate

social structures, and the spiritual significance of their environment, particularly the cedar tree.

Readers will gain an understanding of their traditional housing, diet, ceremonies, and the skills that

allowed them to thrive for centuries.

3. Broken Promises, Enduring Spirit: Treaties and the Puyallup Nation

Focusing on the pivotal treaty era, this book examines the agreements made between the Puyallup

Tribe and the United States government, and the subsequent violations and reinterpretations of these

pacts. It illuminates the legal battles and political maneuvering that have shaped the Tribe's

relationship with the federal government. The narrative emphasizes the enduring strength and



determination of the Puyallup people in upholding their treaty rights.

4. Revitalization of the Coast Salish Tongue: The Puyallup Language Project

This academic yet accessible volume chronicles the dedicated efforts to revive and preserve the

Puyallup language, a vital component of their cultural identity. It details the challenges faced in

language reclamation and the innovative strategies employed by tribal members and linguists. The

book celebrates the success of these initiatives and their impact on intergenerational knowledge

transfer.

5. The Salish Sea and the Puyallup Homeland

Exploring the geographical and ecological context of the Puyallup Tribe, this book examines their

ancestral lands within the Salish Sea region. It discusses the natural resources that sustained them,

the impact of environmental changes, and the Tribe's ongoing role in conservation efforts. The work

underscores the deep, reciprocal relationship between the Puyallup people and their environment.

6. Women of the River: Puyallup Matriarchs and Leaders

This important collection of biographies and essays highlights the significant contributions of Puyallup

women throughout history. It features the stories of influential matriarchs, spiritual leaders, political

figures, and cultural keepers who shaped the Tribe's destiny. The book offers a crucial perspective on

leadership and resilience within the Puyallup community.

7. Resilience and Resistance: The Puyallup Tribe in the 20th Century

This volume chronicles the Puyallup Tribe's experiences during the tumultuous 20th century, a period

marked by forced assimilation policies and economic hardship, but also by renewed activism and

cultural revival. It details the Tribe's fight for fishing rights, their involvement in the broader American

Indian Movement, and the establishment of modern tribal governance. The book showcases the Tribe's

remarkable capacity to adapt and persevere.

8. The Art and Culture of the Puyallup People

A celebration of the artistic heritage of the Puyallup Tribe, this book showcases traditional and

contemporary art forms, including carving, weaving, basketry, and painting. It delves into the



symbolism and cultural significance embedded within these artistic expressions. The publication

provides insight into how art has served as a vehicle for storytelling, spiritual connection, and cultural

continuity for the Puyallup people.

9. From the Banks of the Puyallup: Contemporary Puyallup Life

This book offers a glimpse into the vibrant and evolving lives of the Puyallup Tribe in the modern era.

It explores contemporary challenges and achievements, including economic development, education,

healthcare, and the continued assertion of tribal sovereignty. The volume highlights the dynamism of

the Puyallup community and its commitment to shaping its own future.
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