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Author’s Note

For the sake of authenticity, it was tempting to situate Tillikum River among one or another of the hundreds of distinct peoples who survived the history of the Pacific Northwest. Those peoples are all still here, if on only tiny fragments of a bioregion that was once all theirs—a sprawling geography of coastal rain forests, sagebrush prairies, and restless volcanos stretching from the redwood forests down south to the great Salish Sea up north. 

But out of respect for their privacy—and the privacy of friends who have graciously shared their tribal and family histories with me—I chose instead to craft a composite tribe, river, and reservation: the Tillikum. (“Tillikum” means “people” or “us” in Chinuk Wawa, the once dominant Native trade language of the Pacific Northwest.)

Is a composite even possible, let alone useful? Every tribal government and community across this continent has its own written and unwritten history; obvious and subtle political power structures; cultural quirks, heroes, villains, sages, and fools. But there are commonalities among all Native people of a distinct bioregion, a culture forged by landscape, weather, and the mythmaking tied to both; by sources of food and building materials; by migration history and proto-language. So too the Cedar & Salmon Nations of the Pacific Northwest, as the Tillikum are portrayed in this story.

But Tillikum River is, ultimately, fiction. The present-day characters who belong to the Tillikum nation—along with their namesake river, canyon, reservation, and casino—are the products of my imagination. The historic characters, however, are based on actual people, rendered from the best available evidence about their lives. Many of these people (e.g., “Chetco Jenny”) occupied the shadows and margins of history, their scant biographies distorted by the mythologizing and counter-mythologizing of their White enemies and sympathizers, tribes of origin, and the broader Native community.

Who am I to tell any of these tales? I grew up in a small town only one town over from a reservation, with free run of forests, meadows, and fields I knew had once been all theirs. But among Native peoples while researching this story four decades later, I was reminded nearly every day that I remain, first and last, a White man: “the single most dangerous thing in the history of the world.” (That’s what the member of one tribal council told me five minutes after we sat down in the restaurant of her tribe’s casino.)

Which is why I would dare write this story only from the first-person perspective of a sympathetic White man, Jack, long alienated from his family and culture of origin and only recently married into the Native world.

Neither Jack nor I presume to speak for any of these people. We speak only of how they have always appeared to my curious White eyes in all their variety, specificity, complexity, and universal humanity. If I have one ambition for Tillikum River, it is that I have created a multi-hued portrait of people typically bunched together by the dominant culture as “red.” Caricatured as savages who got what was coming to them. Then caricatured and marginalized all over again as permanent victims. Most (but not all) Native people I know are the exact opposite of that: proud, tough, resourceful, and as committed—despite a scarcity of resources and an abundance of racism all around them—to building a better world for their children as any people anywhere.

Like Natives all over this continent, the people of Tillikum River were and are survivors of unspeakable generational and often direct trauma. But they are, as importantly, witnesses, culture-bearers, and warriors still fighting for their families. They are the descendants of people who were here for thousands of years—and in some cases, tens of thousands—a time-scale that renders the “American experiment” what it has always been for them: an historical aberration, a sudden 300-year nightmare that, for all the hideous scars it will leave on the landscape, will one day end.

Given the mushrooming efforts of today’s Native peoples all over this continent to recover, reclaim, and restore who and what they are—which is the beating heart of this story—they may yet be here long after “America” has collapsed under the weight of its own contradictions.

Jonah Das

On the land of the Chemakum and the S’Klallam, Chimacum Valley, Washington







Glossary of Peoples and Place Names in Tillikum River

Big River (the Columbia River) – Re-named by Captain Robert Gray in 1792 for his Columbia Rediviva, the first Euro-American ship to breach the treacherous entry at the river’s mouth. Together with its tributaries, Big River drains most of present-day Oregon, much of Washington, and parts of Montana, Idaho, Alberta, and British Columbia.

Bison – The correct name of the mammal which, until the early 1870s, dominated the central landmass of present-day North America, ranging as far east as Buffalo, New York. The incorrect name, “buffalo,” was first ascribed to bison by White explorers in the 1700s, based on its resemblance to the Asian water buffalo.

Bordertowns – Small towns on the borders of Native reservations, whose local retail economies are driven by alcohol sales to Natives and sex work by Native women and men. Bordertown culture was and is marked by violent conflict between town residents and people on the adjacent reservation.

Breed – A slur used by White people to denigrate children of mixed White and Native ethnicity, especially among residents of bordertowns.

Chinuk Wawa – The common trade language developed along the lower section of Big River and its tributaries and used throughout the region. It combines the original language of the Chinook people with words, names, and idioms from other Native languages and from English, French, and Russian. It is also referred to as “the Chinook Jargon.”

Dawnland – The name given their homeland by the original peoples of present-day New England, especially those living on or near the coast.

Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) – The name of the confederacy of Native peoples who once controlled almost all of present-day New York State, parts of northwestern Pennsylvania, and southern Ontario. The origin and meaning of “Iroquois” is in dispute, but was most likely an insult proliferated by their enemies, the Hurons to the north and/or the French Catholic missionaries who attempted to subjugate them in the 1600s.

Karuk – A tribe in the coastal redwood country of present-day northern California, whose people lived along the Klamath River running west off Úytaahkoo (Mount Shasta).

Klickitat (Mount Adams, Washington) – A mountain named by and for the Klickitat people, who lived along the river of the same name, before their near-extermination and subsequent absorption into the Yakama to their northeast. It was re-named for President John Adams, who never traveled farther west than Appalachia, as part of a campaign in the 1830s to rid the Cascade Mountains of their original identifications. Klickitat is also called Pahto, a Chinuk Wawa term, by Natives throughout the region.

Lakota (Sioux) – “Sioux” is the Francophone spelling of the Anishinaabe word for “enemy.” It was popularized by the US Army to describe what are now 29 distinct peoples who inhabited present-day North and South Dakota, southern Manitoba and Saskatchewan, and parts of Montana, Wyoming, and Nebraska.

Loowit (Mount Saint Helens, Washington) – An active volcano and female character in many Native origin stories in the region, most notably as the love-interest that sparked a fiery feud between Klickitat / Pahto and Wy’East (Mount Hood).

Mazama (mountain predecessor to Crater Lake) – A mountain central to the origin stories of several Native peoples of present-day southern Oregon and northernmost present-day California. Mazama is estimated to have stood 12,000 feet, before exploding 7,000 years ago. In the volcanic hole left behind is today’s Crater Lake, 6,178 feet in elevation and the deepest lake on the continent.

Pretendian – A White person who adopts, or at least displays, a grab-bag of Native customs, dress, and religious practices, often based on their belief that they were a Native in a previous life. Many go on to become what they believe are Native “shamans.”

Salish Sea – A relatively new term, as a historic corrective for a marine ecosystem the Natives of the region have always viewed as a biologically distinct and holistic unity.

Sealth (Chief Seattle) – The half-Duwamish, half-Suquamish leader of the coalition of Salish Sea tribes who, after a token military resistance, surrendered nearly the entirety of their territory to the Americans. He was honored by the colonial government as a peacemaker and the namesake for the largest settlement in the middle of the surrendered territory.

Sq—w – A term used interchangeably for “Native woman” and “Native prostitute,” meant as a way to denigrate “savage” Native women relative to “civilized” White women.

Sq—wman – A European or American male—usually a trapper, trader, miner, or homesteader new to a region—who “took up with” a Native woman through sale, slave-trade, or courtship. That the term became a common racist slur against mixed-race families underscores both the frequency and utility of the arrangement in the colonization of the American West.

Tahoma (Mount Rainier) – Standing like a sentinel over the southern end of the Salish Sea in present-day Washington State, the 14,410-foot Tahoma was named “Mount Rainier” by British explorer George Vancouver for Rear Admiral Peter Rainier, who never saw the mountain. Diaries and letters from sailors say it was chosen—or at least had the handy coincidence—to serve as a gripe about the prevailing weather of the region.

Two-Spirit – A Pan-Indian term used by Natives to describe people who possess both masculine and feminine spirits. Traditionally, many were thought to have special spiritual powers and were chosen to lead sacred rituals and ceremonies. Today, Two-Spirit is used for individual Natives who self-identify as “LGBTQIA+.”

Úytaahkoo (Mount Shasta) – Originally named “Sasty” or “Sastise” in 1826 by Peter Ogden, a leader of the Hudson’s Bay Company, the British monopoly that controlled commercial trapping in the region at the time. He based the name on what sounded to his ear like the name of the people living on the Shasta River running off its northwestern flank. As he recorded the new name on his map as “Mount Shasta,” he was actually looking at M’laiksini Yaina (the Klamath name), now known as Mount McLoughlin, a peak 100 miles to the north. The name was transferred to the incorrect mountain on official maps of present-day California, where it remains.

Wy’East (Mount Hood, Oregon) – Named in 1792 by members of the Vancouver expedition for British Admiral Lord Samuel Hood, who never saw what is now the most popular mountain in present-day Oregon.







The utmost good faith shall always be observed towards the Indians; their lands and property shall never be taken from them without their consent; and, in their property, rights, and liberty, they shall never be invaded or disturbed, unless in just and lawful wars authorized by Congress; but laws founded in justice and humanity, shall from time to time be made for preventing wrongs being done to them, and for preserving peace and friendship with them.

The Northwest Ordinance

Legislation of the Confederation

Congress of the United States, 1787

We would suggest that a few schoolmasters be distributed among them, and the subject of agriculture be whaled into them sufficiently to enable them to raise their own beans and potatoes. The use of the plow and the spade should be taught them, enough of the use of the latter, at least, to dig their own graves.

The Oregon Statesman, 1856







River of the People

I’m sure the self-styled White Savior or wild-eyed Red Separatist from around the Rez who tried to blow up the Tillikum River dam on that freakishly hot night last spring thought they were helping Eve get her job done faster.

But no. All they managed: a gaping hole in the spillway where the dynamite blew out like a rocket; a raging wildfire where it landed on the adjacent hillside; and our crew trying to put it out before it turned the whole canyon into charcoal.

For more than two years, ever since we moved up here onto the Tillikum reservation, my wife Eve had been working—slowly, patiently, methodically—to bring the Tillikum River back to life. But first, that decrepit monstrosity of concrete and steel would have to come out, in broad daylight, with permits and engineers and hardhats and whatnot, and with the paper blessings of a dozen tribal and government agencies and three dozen landowners. Not with dynamite, in the middle of the night. Monkeywrenching may have been the original eco-warrior Edward Abbey’s great fantasy back in the day, one that launched the radical environmental movement, but that’s all it was: a fantasy. In the end, the bulldozers got fixed, the dams went up, and they stayed up.

Until these past few years. Some of the more useless dams are finally coming down, but only after slow, methodical efforts by people like Eve. She’s been at it for two long years and counting: navigating the politics of the tribe, the county, the power company, the state fish and wildlife service, and three different federal bureaucracies. Two difficult years of sitting around the dining room tables of fourteen White families—and one very powerful family, a mixed-race one like ours, not that it helped—whose lands happened to run down to the turgid waters of the once pristine river running through the Coast Range to the Pacific Ocean. Two years of answering the same questions, addressing the mistrust and skepticism steeped in fourteen very different economic agendas and cultural compulsions. Of sitting at those tables and listening to everyone on and off the Rez—loggers, ranchers, tree-huggers, pot farmers, river rats, tribal capitalists, tribal traditionalists—accuse everyone else of bad faith and self-dealing, while trying to extract promises from Eve that she would find a way to put their interests first.

Because out here in the American West, as the old saw goes: Whiskey’s for drinking; water’s for fighting!

Last spring, someone tried to put an end to that fight by trying to blow up the dam and set the river free, taking out who knows how many houses and barns and logging operations in its raging path. But they hadn’t known, or bothered, to embed whatever small amount of dynamite they had used deeply enough into the concrete face of the spillway; it blew out only that big crater, and splashed liquid fire all over the wooded, tinder-dry hillside running down to the dam works.

The text came in the middle of the night from Search & Rescue: Wildfire at T dam, casino staging area, STAT.

This would have been just another mountain op for me but for Eve’s work on the dam. Everyone around the Rez knew why the tribe had hired her and exactly what she was doing, and everyone had a strong opinion about it one way or another. Which is why, in the floodlights of the S&R staging in the casino parking lot that night, things with the crew were . . . odd. Everybody was polite but cold, nobody making eye contact. Did they think we might have had something to do with this?

I tried to shake off the sensation and focus on the mission. Wildfires are serious shitstorms; life-or-death stuff; no time for people’s normal pettiness.

Mike, the Rez’s tall, wiry, intense fire chief and the S&R crew’s leader, had the big map up on the board, with red circles and arrows for fire line, road closures, approaches. We would be setting up the line and hauling as much firefighting gear up as we could so the hotshot crew, when it arrived, could go straight to it. Then we would be evacuating residents on the upper reaches of River Road in case the fire jumped the line.

As the old mountain rescue guy on the crew, I’d be placing a rappel from a top rope off the ridge and down along the cliff edge. Mike showed me where on the map, and the best way to access the highpoint. Standard operating procedure.

Except that I noticed every time I looked from the big map over to Mike, he would look away quickly. He kept talking about the approach route, the estimated distance, what other gear to tag onto the rappel, which was Mike: thorough, detailed, let’s go through that one more time. But not once did he make eye contact with me like he does with everyone when he gives them a tough assignment, checking in to see if the directions are clear, if they’re focused, ready to go.

Then he asked who wanted to hump up to the ridge with me and all the rappel gear.

Nothing, just the buzz of the floodlights and sirens off in the distance.

That’s when I knew I wasn’t imagining it. I’d been on dozens of rescues with them, had pulled a couple of their asses out of harm’s way a few times; but no one stepped up, only stared at the map or busied themselves with their gear.

“OK, then,” Mike finally said. “Norman, you go with Jack.”

Norman—the short, squat, quiet tribal cop with the ruddy hazelnut face who spent most of his time in his patrol car out in front of the casino watching traffic or out back dozing off—said nothing, only nodded to Mike and pushed past me. Same thing when he pulled his cruiser next to my van for the gear transfer: blank, like I wasn’t there.

Everyone else was the same way—cold, no jokes, no jibes, just quick hard looks right past me—and that’s when I knew how it would go: Eve would be blamed for this. And, by extension, me too. It wouldn’t matter that I would be out there all night on the fireline with the rest of S&R, trying to contain the fire as it chomped its way up, down, and across the ridge. It wouldn’t matter that I would have the toughest and most dangerous assignment, setting up the rappel down the hillside fifty feet from the fire. I’d been out on dozens of rescues with them since we moved up to the Rez, six that were harrowing, two that turned up dead bodies, one that narrowly saved a kid from drowning. And yet, it was like I wasn’t even there.

“Everybody clear?” Mike asked.

Everybody nodded, but in a muted way, no handshakes or good lucks, just a grim filing off to our vehicles. As I turned to go, I finally caught Mike’s eyes: they weren’t hard and cold and judging so much as worried, sad, disappointed.

There was nothing I could say to answer the question he wouldn’t ask, only re-assure him that he could count on me like it was any other rescue.

“We’ll make quick work of it,” I said.

“I hope so,” he answered.

Within half an hour, Norman and I were working our way to the top of the ridge with my rappelling gear, a long skinny firehose, and a small heavy pump, breathing hard and choking on the smoke.

We were putting off the pulling on of our gas masks until the last moment; they would make the climb that much steeper and longer. We had our headlamps on, but didn’t really need them, even where the woods were thickest: we could see what we were doing in the glow from the fire. It lit up the underside of the forest like a campfire, a dull pulsing orange.

At the top, we dropped the gear and searched the draws down through the backlit woods for the best rappel route.

Norman still hadn’t said anything, but he usually didn’t say much around the casino either. We sorted out the ropes and hardware, and as I started to step into the climbing harness, he came around the back to give me a hand.

Norman wasn’t like other cops I’d known in venues where I’d worked before we moved up to the Tillikum. I’d never once seen him ogling the women, sizing up the men, or swinging the gun and gear on his belt around in front of Junior—the chatty, pudgy, baby-faced security guy out back—or the casino’s other security guards.

And it was Junior, not Norman, who had told me why: Norman had been an MP in the Navy, and all he seemed to want was a quiet shift and to be left alone.

“We good?” I asked as I checked the rappel line.

“All secure,” he said.

I’d checked twice myself, knew we were good, and that’s not what I was really asking.

“And we are good,” he said, tugging on the rope one more time. “No matter the chit-chat down there.”

I started toward the drop point, bathed in quivering orange from the fire, and Norman let out more rope.

He looked like he wanted to say something else, then caught himself.

“What?”

“Nothing,” he finally said. “We’re good.”

I forced a smile that said I hope so, pulled on my gas mask, and dropped in.

Norman’s belay was perfect: never any slack in the rope, never any pullback.

I rappelled out and over boulders, around the last of the massive old growth trees, and down between smaller trees lining a gully cut during the rainy season into a braiding waterfall. In two minutes, I was close enough to the fire to feel its warm breath.

I found the perfect boulder to bottom-anchor two heavier rappel lines, one for gear and one for the firefighters and hotshots, and worked my way back up to the ridgeline. Then came the hard part, the firehose.

After wrestling its dead canvas and rubber weight back to the bottom of the rappel, I was triple-checking all the knots when Norman came on the radio: “Fire crew and water online. Clear?”

“Clear,” I radioed back.

The firehose sprang to life at my feet, like some great snake uncoiling itself for quick escape, and I adjusted its dropline down through the trees.

Norman would be manning the pump and hose from the top, as it pulled water from the impoundment behind the dam, and all I would have to do below was hold the line and then the hose after I’d helped the hotshots get into position.

“Local fire are here,” Norman radioed. “First on belay.”

“On belay,” I radioed back.

“Oh,” the first of the local firefighters said as he joined me in the small but level perch between two big trees. “It’s you.”

Like he was surprised I’d be there, despite the three other deployments I’d been on with him where I’d been the one who set up the rappels. And what else? Like he had expected Eve and Tommy and me to grab all our shit in the middle of the night, in the middle of Eve’s work and Tommy’s school year, and just skip town after our botched attempt to blow up the dam?

But I knew why and shouldn’t have been surprised. Despite those deployments, and despite the hundreds of hours Eve had spent around those dining room tables working to get the dam removed legally, we still weren’t from around here.

Eve may be every bit as Native as any of them. And that surely helps, at least compared to some “van life” eco-warrior or trust fund Pretendian who had just shown up on the Tillikum Rez to save its namesake river. But Eve is not Tillikum; she’s married to a White guy who now works in their casino; and we still weren’t from around here.

Eve is Karuk, from down south in the redwoods, and Ohlone, from even further south. She’s also half Californio, from the original Spanish people who were dispossessed along with all the Natives down there. The combination means she is as dark as any of them, with that waterfall of long, silky black hair down her back. So too is Tommy, her son by Joseph, who was one-quarter Tenino and one-quarter Paiute, two peoples from north and east of here, and now, officially, my stepson. With the same chocolate complexion and shiny-ink hair as Eve, he looks as Native as anyone on the Tillikum. And yet, he is taunted by White kids at the Wrightsville middle school, just off the Rez, as a breed—the classic bordertown slur for mixed-race kids. And plenty of kids on the Rez, their blood just as mixed as Tommy’s, have called him a breed too, which we had to puzzle out for much of our first year here.

Eve had been hired by the tribe to work on de-commissioning that crumbling and useless old dam, after she’d helped get two dams taken out down south, but she was still not Tillikum. I was her sq—man, as I’ve heard plenty of White people around here murmur when they didn’t think I could hear. And that made Tommy a breed.

It probably wouldn’t matter how many rescues I’d been out on: we still weren’t from around here.

I helped a second and third firefighter rappel into place, then held the line and hose steady. It was ghastly, looking down into the maw of that fire, illuminated by its own hellish light. It ate its way across a forest floor slanted at a 50-degree angle, up the left side of the narrowest choke point in the canyon where the dam stood. 

The Tillikum Dam, named for the canyon that contains the river—which was named by and for the people who have lived along that river for four thousand years. Four thousand years.

The Tillikum, of course, never wanted the dam, not that it mattered back then. That was decades before they built their casino, before the sudden money and power the casino generated. The dam was built in the middle decades of the last century, when dam-building was one more part of the federal engineering machine turned on during the 1930s that no one could turn off until the money ran out in the 1970s. During those go-go days, no moving water on the continent—no matter how small, ecologically fragile, or simply beautiful; and the Tillikum was all those things—was safe from the machine. In the 1900s, the Army Corps of Engineers and the Bureau of “Reclamation” built more than 1,200 dams, some of them vast monstrosities that would power and water sprawling new cities in parched deserts where no cities belong. But the feds built most of the rest of those dams for one reason: because they could. To the federal engineering machine, all that water doing nothing more than running out of the mountains to the ocean—through the canyon it had cut for the past half a million years—was a waste. Who cares how many fish may live in it, or how many of the Tillikum’s ancestors were buried next to it? The government was reclaiming it, as if someone had stolen it.

Gravity is who stole it, carving a once pristine run of water—no more than seventy feet across at its widest pools—from coastal mountains once studded with old growth forest. Before it was reclaimed, the Tillikum shot down its namesake canyon to the ocean, every spring carrying the next generation of salmon and steelhead. They would spend the next five years fattening up out in the ocean; then somehow nose their way back to its mouth; then fight their way 30 miles back up the river, through rapids and over riffles, to ancient gravel beds where they would spawn. Those beds had been buried a hundred feet below the dead, torpid, scum-hazed waters of Camas “Lake,” the five-mile stretch of dead water backed up behind the dam nobody wanted or needed.

That dam right down there, I thought as I watched the three firefighters work the hose on the uppermost reaches of the fire. The dam somebody tried to blow up.

When the hotshots arrived and worked their way down the hillside, I held the rappel and watched them cut line all the way to the edge of the cliff.

The firefighters backed off, joining me back at the bottom of the rappel, and pulling off their gas masks. By then the fire had created its own wind and was sucking oxygen from down the canyon and driving the smoke the other way. The air was weirdly fine, even as the light from the fire grew brighter and its hum swelled to a steady roar.

I sat back in the perch between the two trees, futzed with my gear, drank some water, and watched and listened to see if I’d been imagining the collective aloofness of the crew down at the staging area.

The firefighters did their usual bonding thing—already chatting up how gnarly the mission was, the rappel, the raging fire. When they got around to the usual grumbling about the hotshots elbowing them out of the way—think they’re so goddamn special!—I tried to chime in about the fire. But they were suddenly circumspect—sure, Jack, tough in the old growth, whatever—and went back to who do those hotshots think they are?

Confirmed, I thought. Talking right past me.

They will suspect us for this, and why wouldn’t they? Blowing out the dam in the middle of the night would certainly fix Eve’s problem a lot faster than the Herculean effort of getting all those permits and landowner buy-ins; of raising the money and finding the contractors for the demolition; of orchestrating all that around the season, weather, and whatever weird thing the climate will be doing next year.

And with the job botched so badly—sure, her husband knows how to rappel and can get down the spillway in five minutes, but what does he know about dynamite?—it wouldn’t take much more imagination to start saying our attempt to monkeywrench the dam was just a false flag attack. We would know the danger for everyone living down the canyon if the whole thing blew out at once. So maybe we screwed up the job, not to blow up the dam, but to get somebody’s attention, to make some point with some bureaucrat at one of those dozen agencies.

I heard more laughter from the firefighters and looked up in time to see them all look away.

“Yep,” one of them said. “Normally, would be a good time to try and blow her up. Spring runoff got her at capacity. Would make a hella rumble, huh?”

“’Cept for the damn fire risk,” another said, staring near me, past me, through me. “Drier’n shit up here for April. September? Whole damn hillside be going by now.”

They all nodded in silence and went back to watching the hotshots work their way further along the cliff face.

The local firefighters always liked to grumble about the hotshots’ cockiness. But those guys—and two gals, it looked like—moved like a surgical strike team, cutting a vertical trench that would keep the fire from moving anywhere near the cliff edge over the dam. And they were right about one thing: that hillside shouldn’t have been anywhere near that dry. It was April, and the Coast Range is temperate rainforest, from the redwoods down south all the way north, where everything comes down as snow and ice. It should have been a sponge full of water, and every footstep should have oozed mud.

Like the ten or twenty or maybe thirty feet of mud down at the bottom of that stupid reservoir. As these dams killed their host canyons for miles upriver, the silt built up along their bottoms, burying everything that had once lined their ancient channels.

Down there, that would include all those old Tillikum: the three village sites we know about and all those we don’t, once dry graveyards, turned watery graveyards, turned underground tombs. The ancient Tillikum, ancestors to everyone we know on the Rez, still down there sleeping.

Unlike Big River up north, the great trading waterway for dozens of Native peoples for some six, seven, maybe even ten thousand years, the Tillikum is small, cleaving its way through the dank, towering rainforest, navigable in only one direction, by canoe, on its run to the ocean. Unlike Big River, which the newcomers named the Columbia after the first British ship to sail up it, the Tillikum was of no consequence to industrial progress or international trade, so the people of the river got to keep the name of the river of the people.

But which people? The Tillikum were supposed to be extinct. The descendants of the remnant who refused to join the death march north to the reservation—and those who ducked their captors and slipped back to their river canyon, and those who years later ran away as soon as they were old enough and found their way home—all finally stood up in the 1950s and said: This is us, the Tillikum. This is our river, this was our land, and we are still here.

But their timing was perfectly wrong. To everyone out here, the federal government, 3,000 miles to the east, was and is a sprawling, mindless contraption. And back in the 1950s, that contraption was stuck on Termination—the most recent of many final solutions for Americanizing and Christianizing whatever Natives still hadn’t succumbed a hundred years after first contact and all those other final solutions.

In the 1950s, the government was buying off as many organized tribes as it could, for whatever timber was left on their land, or coal or oil or gas had been found underneath it. Even after the salvage-cheap, clear-cut land deals that brought Junior’s grandparents and Old Heidi’s parents back down from the Grand Ronde reservation, it would not matter how many people could prove their Tillikum ancestry, or how much of their ancestral land they were able to buy back after the timber had been stripped from it.

The last thing the government contraption stuck on Termination wanted was the sudden appearance of a “new” tribe.

Which left them, as a distinct people, little more than a footnote in the historic record, and oblivion going forward.

But every one of their descendants we’ve come to know will tell you they never forgot the stories they’d heard from their grandparents, who’d heard them from their grandparents. About how their ancestors had landed in ocean-going canoes down at the river’s mouth some 4,000 years ago and wandered up Tillikum canyon looking for deer, rabbits, berries, acorns, roots, bulbs, and dry ground. About how there had once been a thousand of them living up and down the canyon in a dozen village sites. About how their great-great-grandparents had been driven east out the other end of the canyon with guns, whips, nooses, and fire, up to Table Rock, a temporary concentration camp in to the east, and then finally north to the Grand Ronde. That winter, they would discover their new and permanent home already crowded with most of those 30 other tribes, with different Native peoples who also called themselves The People. On the Grand Ronde, they would be overwhelmed with all those strange languages, the odd warrior rites and religious rituals from over the mountains, and the pressures to intermarry with sons and daughters who learned to sing Christian hymns on cue for an extra ration or two.

Tillikum was the name they had left, after their language had been stripped away with beatings and hunger and humiliation in the industrial “schools” where they were forced to send their children. Their own language had yet to be studied or written down—none of them had survived their new educations and religious indoctrinations with the fortitude to risk doing so—and so the last speakers died up on the Grand Ronde in the 1920s from one of the many outbreaks of tuberculosis and influenza.

But we never forgot who we are.

That’s what they say now, in their ceremonies and speeches, in even the most ordinary business meeting down at the casino.

We are the Tillikum, the people of the river.

Even as that same mindless government contraption dammed up their river and killed it—not because it would be big enough to power that many homes or water that many ranches, but because that’s what the machine was programmed to do in the middle of the American Century—it was still their river, their canyon, their home. Their ancestors were still sleeping down there, beneath the dead, turgid waters of Camas “Lake.”

From the cliff face, I looked down at that water, at the sickly orange glow from the fire wavering across its oil-black surface, and I secretly hoped it had been one of them, an actual Tillikum, who tried to blow up the dam. The other, and more likely options, were all annoying. Some idiotic Trustafarian with a dog-eared copy of The Monkey Wrench Gang in his Patagonia backpack. Or some sorry Native kid who grew up an “Urban Indian,” picked on by all the White kids while hearing stories from his uncles about the glory days of the American Indian Movement, or AIM, and the standoffs at Alcatraz and Wounded Knee in the ’70s. Or, weirdest of all, some updated version of Billy Jack, Hollywood’s self-appointed mixed-race fantasy avenger come back to save his people who weren’t actually his people, but were close enough.

I’m sure any of them would think they were helping Eve help the Tillikum—no matter how colossal the damage downriver from an uncontrolled release of all that dead water, had they fixed the dynamite right. Instead, they made a dangerous mess of it, one that would be hung around Eve’s neck and, of course, that of her White husband.

The orange glow on the water slowly started to flicker and fade.

I looked over at the hotshots; they were moving back up the rappel line. There was no more of the odd wind the fire had stirred up to pull oxygen, and the canyon was suddenly filling with more put-out smoke: stagnant, acrid, the smell of a campfire everyone pees on while breaking camp.

I pulled my gas mask back on, and my headlamp.

The hotshots were coming back around the hillside, emerging from the smoke in their yellow fire shirts, their iconic Pulaski wildfire axes slung over their shoulders like guns after a fight. They were ribbing each other, trading jokes and barbs, which meant the fire really was out.

I held the rappel as they worked their way back up to Norman on the ridgeline, each nodding and thanking me, the last guy giving me a little high-five. None of them knew who I was, obviously, just another local on S&R—and surely not the White guy whose Native wife got him to start that fire. Back at the staging area during the debrief with Mike, they would probably catch up with the rumor.

I followed them to the top of the ridge with the ropes, and Norman and I pulled our gear together in the private silence of our gas masks.

I was glad the fire was put down so quickly, but was already thinking about the hour, the lost sleep, the big day I had in the casino ahead of me.

It hadn’t been any kind of job I was looking for. But when we moved up here, the casino needed someone to manage its burgeoning entertainment business, and I was oddly qualified. I had played on the very same stage back when the casino was new and I was touring with Johnny’s band. He was an aging rock star, on the aging rock star circuit, and it was steady work. They needed not just a bass player, but a new hand on stage to run interference between Johnny and three other guys who’d been playing with him for decades and never got any better offers.

I got the gig because of a ski accident. I’d pulled Johnny’s manager’s girlfriend off a mountain when I was in the midst of a raging mid-life crisis: a corporate refugee and 50-year-old widower licking my wounds and counting my losses, working as a ski patroller and playing music on the side down the road from the resort. I wasn’t all that special a bass player; but, as Johnny’s manager promised, my steady hand in a crisis would turn out to be what the band needed most, onstage or off, when Johnny got into it with the rest of his old band.

A few years into managing all that—making the rounds of state fairs, festivals, and dozens of casinos, using that big booming bass to steer Johnny off a tirade and back to the setlist—I met Eve and Tommy and we all ended up here together.

The Tillikum’s casino funds everything the tribe has been able to recover and restore since the federal government finally started allowing tribes to petition for recognition (or re-recognition) after the protests at Alcatraz and Wounded Knee. The casino’s slot machines, gaming tables, bars, restaurants, and entertainment business now generate a million bucks a month in wages and benefits. With plenty of cash left over to buy back land, invest in tribal language and culture restoration programs, and knock out a dam that long ago turned five miles of the once-frothing whitewater of the Tillikum River into a lazy brown sludge.

Because it is a river worth saving. It’s how Eve and Tommy and I found our way to these people, many of whom have become friends and won’t accuse us of this terrible thing, but will instead rally around us. And though we don’t talk about this—because we don’t want to jinx it?—maybe this can be where we finally settle down, make a real home, a place for Tommy to be from after ten years of living on the road with an activist single mother. Maybe even a place for me after as many years of post-corporate, mid-life wandering.

We had come here to help the Tillikum save their river, right after Eve and I got married and I adopted Tommy. I may have been sick of the band, the grind of the circuit, Johnny’s tantrums and the band’s passive-aggressive sniping back at him, or maybe my mid-life crisis really was over. Either way, the two of them were more than enough to get me off the road and plop me backstage, managing the same place I’d played half a dozen times.

For all those years before any of that, back in the mountains and the Endless Winter of My Discontent, I might have been fine with blowing up the goddamn dam myself.

FTW!—for Fuck the World!—as Danny, my old mountaineering partner, used to say.

He always blurted it out when any of the pesky details of civilization intruded into one of our climbs, or high-altitude camps, or barstool debriefs. Because FTW was the perfect response to what was happening all around us back in what we called “Dudeville” in Colorado. Our beloved mountains turning into an overcrowded theme park, with traffic jams at the trailheads. More and more high-speed chairlifts as skiing and snowboarding turned into a loss-leader for real estate conglomerates. Valet parking in ski towns that grew like cancers. Cell phones on every summit, Go Pro cameras on every helmet, loudmouth touron drunks in every bar.

So yes, the old me who thought he’d never get old would have laughed off what the new me could not stop worrying about all the way back to town that night: who did this? White monkeywrencher? Native radical? Mixed-race martial arts psycho? Who cares who did it, the old me would have spat, especially if they’d been successful?

Danny had turned me onto Ol’ Ed Abbey back then—that old warlock of the desert, who left tracks through the lost wilderness of everybody’s imagination back in Dudeville, certainly left them through mine. Those tracks may fade with time, marriage, and family; but they never really go away. Or do they? A lot can happen in ten years: a new job in the mountains; a love found and as quickly lost to cancer; a bar band hobby turning into a job managing a crazy old rock star; another love found and fatherhood to go with it.

But the younger me, trying to live my version of Abbey’s dream, wouldn’t have screwed up the job. I would have embedded the charge deep in the spillway, blown out the dam right and proper, and half of the tribe would have made me a hero for it. They were paying for all of Eve’s efforts, after all, because the dam did none of them any good, except for maybe Old Heidi, who had married the old rich White guy who ran his family’s ranch up the South Fork, but only if they used the reservoir to irrigate their orchards up there. That’s why, when the S&R call came that night, our first thought was that Lee had put someone up to it.

Lee represented the hardcore faction on the Rez: just for spite. He was on and off the tribal council with each election cycle, common on reservations which are as political as anywhere, but managed to maintain a seat in his off years on the casino board. If only to stick it to Jimmy, my boss, and for some reason we could never figure out, a rival of Lee from way back. It especially seemed to bother Lee, who crashed casino meetings all the time to push Jiimmy around, that Jimmy steered clear of all tribal politics. As a result, he was allowed to run the casino, which gave him a quiet but effective on-the-ground and behind-the-scenes power few others on the Rez had. Jimmy represented the get-along faction, the one that worked through channels, hired outside vendors to expand the casino, and led the effort to bring Eve up here to get the dam out the right way.

In those casino meetings, Jimmy and Lee fought over every decision and detail, large and small, about operations, people, and relations with the county and state and tribal council. They were cousins—because everyone on the Rez is some kind of cousin—and they were still playing out the political tension that arose in tribes since they were first invaded by miners and homesteaders, vigilantes and soldiers, missionaries and bureaucrats: conciliation or confrontation? Jimmy was the peacemaker, Lee the provocateur.

In even the most routine discussions at the casino, I had seen that tension boil over into outright yelling: Not enough native imagery in the décor of the restaurant! That’s too redneck a band! We can’t sell liquor on the Rez, liquor is how the colonizers broke us!

As for the dam, no matter how fast Eve worked, it was never fast enough for Lee.

Still in our gasmasks and following the jitter of our headlamp leads through the brush, Norman and I found the trail and started humping our gear down to his cruiser. When we came around to the last high point, smoke was still drifting up the canyon, but we could start to see the burnt umber glow of the sun illuminating the murk off to the east.

“Look at that,” Norman said through his mask, as we stood and watched a perfect red-orange disk slip up through the haze and throw gleaming sunlight across the ice-rimed ridges and snowcone mountains to the east.

“Tough way to see a good sunrise,” I said.

“Yes.”

As we picked our way down the trail, the canyon downriver of the dam emerged from the last of the smoke. I could hear the burble and rush of the water more than see it, as the remnant of the river below the dam was covered with tree canopy.

The trail swung around to reveal the river in the other direction, the broad gash through the forest, the last traces of smoke mingling over the water’s dead-black surface.

The river should be right there, I thought one more time, burbling around boulders, dropping through breaks, sending a great roar upwards in an iridescent mist. Not that lazy, scummy thing.

It won’t be with dynamite, but Eve will fix it. Like so many Native women, she has the patience of water over rock. As someone from a different tribe and a mixed-race family—and now married into one—she might not be as trusted as a Tillikum. But that very foreign-ness is why they seem to trust what she says—about how the strange world beyond the Rez works, how the contraption can be messed with, how the federal and state machinery can be brought to heel on their behalf.

That had always been the role of women like Eve, and families like ours. Mixed-race families among Natives were outsiders on the inside. Both the tribe and the encroaching world depended on them for translation, trade, diplomacy, for keeping an increasingly fragile peace. Depended on, yes, often in life-or-death matters. But never really trusted either, by either side. 

The Native woman—traditionally purchased for a horse, a mule, or a hundred bucks back in the 1850s when this part of the world was settled—was diplomatic currency. And her purchaser, her Sq—man, was a race traitor. Pocahontas and John Smith, of course. Sacajawea and Charbonneau, who likely saved Lewis and Clark from certain death by starvation or violence or both. But how many know about Winema and Frank Riddle, or Chetco Jenny and Ben Wright, or what happened to the Muck Creek Five?

Before I met Eve, and we moved onto the Rez, I hadn’t heard of any of them. I’d read plenty of the real history of the American West, or at least I thought I had. But as for the Modoc and their war down in the Lava Beds in the great desert east of Úytaahkoo? About how they held out in that three-dimensional maze of black volcanic rock, frozen like waves on the ocean, 80 warriors against a 1,000-man Army? Nothing. Nor anything about how the teenage Modoc girl Winema—whom the newspapers called Toby Riddle after she married Frank Riddle, a failed 49er turned prosperous homesteader—negotiated the end of it and became a celebrity to the Whites and half the Modoc, and a traitor to the other half.

Nor anything about the woman, also married off to a White man, who may have ended the war for the Rogue River Valley, the river canyon south of here that also runs through the Coast Range. It was another wild river that was supposed to flow with gold but flowed instead with the blood of four tribes, each of whom also called themselves The People but were lumped together as “the Rogue River Indians” because they joined together to defend it. How many people out here who drive over the river at 80 mph on Interstate 5 know about that war, or how it ended? About the forced march up the trail that would become I-5 to the temporary concentration camps and final reservations? About the holdouts and escapees, manhunts and murders, and how the end of that war may or may not have been negotiated by Chetco Jenny in 1856?

 That shadowy woman, like Eve, could move among multiple tribes, speak their languages, negotiate trades, work out conflicts, and prevent even more violence with the newcomers. Chetco Jenny had worked for decades, before and after that war, as a translator, trader, and diplomat. And yet Danny said there was no mention of her in any of his books or classes up in Portland, and only one or two references to the “Rogue River Indian War.” Weirder still, when I ask Natives around here, they all lower their voices, say they only heard of her—or Chetco Jane, as some call her—and then say nothing more.

Eve could have been any of those women, moving patiently, anonymously among the tribes, bringing them along one family at a time.

By the time we met, she had worked on ecological restoration projects in four different Native worlds and knew the process. Find the Elder. Sit quietly for whole minutes, maybe ask about the carved wooden masks on the wall or fine baskets on the shelf. But wait and keep waiting, until they got around to telling the story they wanted heard, some old family story or even an ancient tale about how the mountain out back came to be. Then find a way to bring that story around to the river, the salmon, usually by asking about the next potlatch or first foods ceremony.

Eve kept track of all the family stories and lineages. I did my best to follow along, sitting politely through the silence while she waited for them to start speaking. But to my ears, their words and voices were less like stories than melodies and rhythm, running together in my imagination like music. I heard music in their voices, an insistent sing-song, rising to a lilt, wavering, and then like sudden lightning, there it was—the cracking open of a long suffocated, smoldering anger, the story ending with fire, and bad weather, and someone at the wrong end of an eviction notice and a gun, marched out of the canyon.

The best stories were about the ancestors—the great-great-GREAT grandfather or mother or auntie—who hid way up some canyon. Some were so mingled with the landscape and reached so far back, they sounded like myths, origin stories almost. Others sounded like plain old lies, things you’d make up to scare children into behaving. And a few were too horrible to make up, like what happened with Chetco Jenny in the end.

The first Tillikum people may have wandered up this canyon four thousand years ago, but their namesake river had since become the other people’s river—the White people’s—whose own ancestors had wandered up from the ocean or over from the valley, looking for gold, pastureland, homestead sites, and logs, always more logs. They weren’t Tillikum, but they too were people of the river, if only for two or three generations back.

They too had their family stories told around their own kitchen tables.

There were flush ranchers and genteel farmers like Bill Robertson, prospering from his fruit orchards, flowers and herbs, and even his own designer salad dressing, bottled and sold in upscale grocery stores. Underemployed freelance loggers like Floyd Torkelson, holding out on the family’s land, logging the trees the minute they hit forty feet on every inch of what’s left. Weirdos like Jedediah, the pot farmer up the first canyon downstream, whose land is surrounded by high fence and concertina wire, and who had to meet us down by the road. River rats like Gabby, living in a yurt on the fire-blackened foundation of her old family cabin, still guiding on the river below the dam and half a dozen other rivers in the Coast Range, who says she cares only about the river running clear and cold every spring, but still won’t sign Eve’s petition to remove the dam for some reason.

How many more are squatting?

One river, the Tillikum’s River, and so many people laying claim to it still. Dreadlocked homesteaders, keeping chickens and delivering their own babies. Urban refugee Pretendians—I was an Indian in a previous life, really—doing god-knows-what on their computers for a living. Angry old White men with their big trucks and stupid flags and beer-belly bluster. There were treehuggers, mushroom farmers, and homeschoolers so far right and so far left, the only way to tell them apart was the flag hanging off the porch: yellow snake or rainbow, POW-MIA black or planet earth on navy blue. And every single one of them called the Tillikum my river.

During our visits, Eve would tell them exactly why taking out the dam would only increase the value of their property. It would restore the river, bring back the salmon and steelhead, probably the beaver, maybe even river otters. But they would all look at her with narrowing eyes and see only that dark chocolate skin and all that long black hair, and then look at me with eyes that would widen, then narrow, then look away quickly.

The White people all had their reasons to suspect us and the Tillikum of trying to trick them into signing away their rights to something. And they all—left and right—hated the government. So Eve could appeal to nothing other than their self-interest.

It was their river, she would always agree, no matter how specious or stupid a thing they’d just said.

And it was, even if their own time on this landscape—measured on the scale of the river’s human history, which began 4,000 years ago with those very first Tillikum—rounds to zero. Were they holding out on signing Eve’s petition just to spite the tribe? Or was it in their collective DNA to resist whatever was in the collective DNA of the Tillikum because of their own ancestral memory from lost and hungry people who wandered up here 150 years ago looking for land too rugged for anyone else to have claimed yet?

The last of the trail swung back around to the frontside of the cliff. Norman and I stopped in the smoky dawn light to behold, sprawling below us, a gruesome new black wound on the forest floor: the smoldering skeletons of a hundred trees that had once marched up and down the hillside, now the color of fresh, wet charcoal.

Down in the parking lot by the dam, there was a big crewcab truck with hotshots inside, three of them dozing, the driver doing something on his phone.

He stopped and looked over at me, and started to say something, then went back to his phone. Did he know who I was? Who my wife was?

Maybe it was the hour, the ordeal, the exhaustion, or all three, but back over at Norman’s truck the question came out of me before I could think better of it.

“We’re going to get blamed for this, aren’t we?”

“Yep,” Norman said without hesitation.

“Doesn’t matter that I was out here all night trying to contain the damage?”

“Nope.”

“But—”

“They’ll say that just proves it,” Norman sighed. “‘Jack was out there to throw off the feds, or the state, or whoever they send up here to investigate.’”

“Damned if I do—”

“Yep.”

He turned to me, and studied my face a minute. “Not that it matters,” he finally said. “But I know it wasn’t you.”

“How do you know?”

“Because you wouldn’t have fucked it up.”

As we drove back to town, I stared out the window at the morning light filtering down through the trees. For the next few months, it would be even harder for Eve to get into the trailers and houses on the Rez and living rooms everywhere else along the river. And those initial silences when she did get in and sat down would be longer, harder, and weirder.

Eve would tough it out, because that’s what she did: she ground her way through college with no more help than a part-time track scholarship; then she’d been a single mom for seven years, on the Rez, off the Rez, back to the Rez. She wasn’t consciously fierce in her determination so much as she was unconsciously grounded in it, rooted as an old growth tree. She was the same way when she made her mind up about me, even as she was raising a little boy on a different Rez and I was running around on tour with an old rock star. For her there were no obstacles in life; the obstacles were life, and it would never occur to her to complain about them, let alone quit over them.

Back at the staging area in the casino parking lot, there was the usual big table with breakfast and coffee for our crew and the hotshots, and half the Rez was out to help and say thanks.

Jimmy was making his rounds with the crew, dressed in his regular office clothes: white western shirt, bolo tie, crisp new jeans. But his round cinnamon face, usually creased with a thoughtfulness I know people mistook for worry, was draped in shadow, his eyes sunken, tired. He’d clearly been up half the night too.

“And thank you, Jack,” Jimmy called out, coming around the table to shake my hand with an odd vigor.

I saw him every day in the office, and yet he acted like I’d just parachuted in for the fire.

He’d said it loudly enough for everyone nearby to hear: “Great work, Jack, as usual, getting all that gear and those boys right on top of it.”

He kept holding my hand, then pulled me in, and said, half under his breath, “Very glad you were out there for this one.”

I glanced around to make sure no one could hear, then half-whispered, “So everyone won’t blame Eve and me for it?”

“They’ll still blame you,” he half-whispered back. “Until we figure out who did it. Or until they can think of somebody else.”

Then he shook my hand again, with both of his hands, and gave me a strange half-smile.

“That’s why I’m shaking your hand right now,” he said. “Because they’re all watching.”







The Demographic

Back at work the morning after the explosion and fire, everything in the casino looked, sounded, and smelled like it did every other weekday morning. The main hall was all neon, flashing screens, and a cacophony of bells and whistles over muted ’80s dance music coming from everywhere and nowhere, as a hundred or so vacant-eyed patrons wandered the labyrinth of video slot machines. And, as always, that lingering staleness of cigarettes without any visible smoke, thanks to the constant, silent pull of a massive ventilation system. It hummed the way the ’80s music bumped, just off the ear, droning white noise.

That morning’s visitors, shuffling from slot machine to buffet and back to slot machine, would not have known about a fire that—but for the wetness of the season and quick work of the county fire crew and hotshots—would have raced down River Road to the highway, consuming the casino and town before lunchtime. Only the old diehards and young randos on disability who had driven in early enough for the Bloody Mary Blackjack Breakfast Special would have seen the last of the firetrucks packing up in the staging area.

Which was all by design of course, like in any other casino, Native or not: no windows, no straight lines, no simple way out, even while the world outside burned to the ground. The River Canyon Casino—owned and operated by the Tillikum River Tribe on 18 acres of logged land out by the highway
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