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Summary of Contents 

The well-known anthropologist Verne Ray spent the summer of 1931 and part of the summer of 
1936 working with two Lower Chinook informants to write the following ethnography. This work 
was conducted under the Department of Anthropology at the University of Washington. The first 
informant Emma Millet Luscier, who lived at Bay Center, Washington, provided the bulk of the 
information. Luscier, born around 1871, was Cowlitz on her mother’s side and Wahkaiakum on 
her father’s side. Both her father and mother served as informants for Shoalwater and Lower 
Cowlitz Salishan groups, respectively. Ray’s second informant, Isabelle Aubichon Bertrand, born 
around 1843, was the daughter of French Canadian Alexis Aubichon and his Chinook wife 
Elimermach (or Mary Anne). Mrs. Bertrand did not speak English, but her daughter acted as 
interpreter.   

The publication provides information on Chinook culture and society, including material on class 
and rank, marriage, feasting and gift-giving, trade, transportation, domestic life, mythology, and 
the significance of fishing and waterways to Chinook livelihood. 

Introduction, Introduction- p. 47: 

The most important point Verne Ray articulated in Lower Chinook Ethnographic Notes in 1938, 
is that the Chinook are not extinct. Rather, their continued existence is evident in the language, 
songs, dance, ceremonies, and stories passed down through generations. Using the ethnographic 
data collected through Charles Cultee by Franz Boas in 1890 and 1891 as supplemental 
information, Ray provides a comprehensive look at Chinook society, culture, language, and 
physical environment. While Ray utilized historical material as background, this publication 
relies heavily upon the recollections of Emma Luscier and Mrs. Bertrand. 
 
According to Ray, the name Chinook held no political distinction, but likely referenced 
geographic location. He argues that one village on the north side of the Columbia near the mouth 
self-identified as Chinook and the nomenclature expanded to include all Chinookan-speaking 
peoples of the lower Columbia River area and Willapa Bay. Emma Luscier reported at the time 
that the Chinook had largely merged with the Salish-speaking Lower Chehalis. 
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This publication includes maps that indicate the geographic origins of five regional tribal names: 
Clatsop, Chinook, Shoalwater, Chinook, and Kathlamet. As Ray explains, most of the names 
signify geographic region, while Kathlamet is a dialect division rather. This document includes 
information on population size before and after devastating disease epidemics of the late 
eighteenth and early-to-mid nineteenth centuries, as well as descriptions of flora and fauna, 
demographic, and village site information. Ray describes the physical environment of the Lower 
Columbia, carefully noting the importance of waterways; as numerous tributaries connected the 
Chinook from the Columbia River to Willapa Bay.  
 
Pattern of Society, pp. 48-58: 
 
This section describes class and rank related to wealth and status, as well as intermarriage and the 
role slavery played in economic life. Ray describes the ways in which geography and social status 
were connected and notes that despite strong distinctions in Chinook society, some class mobility 
was possible. He also describes the political organization of the Chinook, including the duties and 
functions of village chiefs. 
 
Warfare, pp. 59-62: 
 
Here Ray notes the existence of the highly formalized, yet infrequent warfare in Chinookan 
society. He includes a description of warfare from Gabriel Franchere, illuminating the process of 
battle among people and villages in the early nineteenth century. This section contains a vivid 
description of battle armor and weaponry, along with sketches. Ray includes an account from 
Franz Boas and information provided by Emma Luscier regarding raids on neighboring villages. 
 
Society and the Individual, pp. 63-77: 
 
In this section, Ray relies in part on the observations of Franz Boas, as well as his own 
ethnographic work, noting that the two sometimes differ. By including Boas’ work, Ray strives to 
provide a more complete understanding of Chinookan society. He includes a very descriptive 
table of genealogies and names of contemporary Chinook families at Bay Center (1931/1936). 
Ray includes genealogies and names for the following people: Concomly and Mrs. Bertrand, 
Emma Millet Luscier, John kəlɩ'p, Charles Cultee, and Mrs. Charles Winn. 
 
He also draws from Emma Luscier to describe Chinook beliefs about pregnancy and birth. The 
chapter includes descriptions of cradle building from both Paul Kane and Emma Luscier, as well 
as the process of head flattening. In addition, Ray discusses puberty, marriage, death and burial 
practices.  
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The Guardian Spirit Complex, pp. 78-92: 

In this chapter, Ray describes the guardian spirit quest of Chinook boys and girls, providing vivid 
descriptions by Emma Luscier and Mrs. Bertrand. He draws from other ethnographers and his 
primary informant to discuss the role of shamanistic power in spirit quests. This chapter 
documents the major religious dance of the Lower Chinook, the guardian spirit dance, and 
highlights the importance of song and dance to Chinook society. Mrs. Betrand provides an 
account of the Northwest Coast secret society, its members, and a description of certain 
ceremonies performed. 

 

Feasting and Gift-Giving, pp. 93-95: 

This section highlights the ceremonies of the Lower Chinook, carefully distinguishing between 
potlatch and the more commonly referenced feasting and gift-giving as related to spirit dances. 
Guests were formally invited to ceremonies, where groupings occurred by village affiliation, 
rather than wealth or lineage. Ray describes feasts and gift-giving, using accounts by Emma 
Luscier and Franz Boas, but is wary of putting too much emphasis on the term “potlatch,” as the 
word is meaning-laden, and perhaps not frequently (at least historically) used by the Lower 
Chinook to describe these ceremonies. 

Diversions, pp. 96-98: 

This chapter documents social interactions through games, as well as the practice of smoking 
observed by Broughton and Lewis and Clark. Ray includes James Swan’s account of a popular 
game played with discs of wood or bone, concealed in shredded cedar bark and thrown onto mats. 
He describes other games played by both men and women, such as hiding certain objects, or 
playing with dice made from beaver teeth. 

Commerce, pp. 99-106: 

As Ray points out, trade dominated Chinook society, and waterways provided the adhesive for 
Chinookan commerce and lifeways. This section highlights certain trade routes along the Lower 
Columbia, the role of Chinook Jargon, and language’s role in commerce throughout the region. It 
includes descriptions of trade items, and uses historical accounts to emphasize the significance of 
canoes in most aspects of Chinookan society.  

Fishing and Sealing, pp. 107-118: 

Fishing is extremely important to the Chinook for both trade and consumption. This section 
describes the riverine environment and details the types of fish the Chinook caught, as well as 
their fishing methods. Ray discusses use of salmon, sturgeon, smelt, steelhead trout, the 
California sardine and the California herring, among others. He also describes the first salmon 
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ceremony and its significance to the Chinook, as well as the Chinook relationship to other marine 
life from seals and whales to the striped porpoise and sea otter. 

Vegetal foods, pp. 119-123: 

This section describes the importance of roots, berries and stems that provided the Chinook with a 
balanced diet. Ray lists the most important edible roots and supplies a detailed description of 
growth location, taste, and appearance. He also provides a list of edible berries, stems and nuts. 

Domestic Life, pp. 124-136: 

In this section, Ray describes household composition and daily life. The domestic group was 
typically composed of four families, their slaves, and visitors, who lived in cedar plankhouses. He 
provides detailed information regarding plankhouse construction, using observations of Chinook 
dwellings by European explorers and ethnographers. He also describes sweat houses, which 
played a minor role in Chinook life. Ray discusses gender roles, including the domestic and 
political freedom enjoyed by Chinook women. He provides detailed depictions of food 
preparation, and describes the bowls, boxes and spoons that were often made of wood, horn or 
shell. Basketry and matting is also an important aspect of Chinook society and culture, and this 
section highlights several types of materials used and ways of making baskets and mats. The 
illustrations provide a visual guide to this significant feature of Chinookan life. 

Dress and Ornament, pp. 137-141: 

This section provides description of clothing, especially robes worn during colder months. Ray 
discusses four modes of manufacturing these robes, usually with smaller animal skins, especially 
beaver pelts. There is also a description of woven skirts worn by women, and basketry hats. Ray 
provides accounts of body care, painting and tattooing, and notes that the Chinook used facial 
painting not only for decoration, but also for relief from illness, war and ceremony.  

Mythology, pp. 142-156: 

This section begins with Emma Luscier telling a story to Verne Ray during the summer of 1931. 
These stories are available in Franz Boas’s text, as told by Charles Cultee and Ray notes that he 
includes them for comparative purposes. Myths include: Bungling Host, Wren Kills Elk, 
Pheasant, Coon and the Acorns; Coyote Turns Cottonwood into Salmon, and Wildcat Rescues 
His Sister From Bear. 


