
A Region of Plenty 

	 The Northwest Coast, also known as the Pacific Northwest, stretched between 
the Pacific Ocean and the mountains to the east. It included parts of what are now 
Oregon, Washington, and western Canada. 

	 The Northwest Indians enjoyed a unique climate. A Pacific Ocean current would 
warm the region; which made temperatures rarely hot and it would seldom drop below 
freezing. At times, cool ocean winds brought heavy rains to the region, so forests grew 
tall and thick. These forests and the rivers that ran through them were filled with fish 
and other animals. 

	 


People of the Northwest Coast 

	 Many Native American groups, such as the 
Makah and the Chinook, lived in this region.  
Instead of farming, the people of the Northwest 
Coast met their needs by fishing, hunting, and 
gathering plants or nuts that were in the forest 
areas. The coastal waters were an important 
resource, and salmon was a staple food for most 
groups.  

	 Whales were an important resource as well.  
Whales supplied not only food but also fat, which 

could be melted into oil to burn in lamps. Most 
groups would “capture” whales that had become 
stranded on the sea shore. In contrast, the Makah 
hunted whales at sea in large dugout canoes.  
These canoes, each made from a large, hollowed-
out log, carried up to 60 people at a time.


When not hunting whales, 
men built underwater enclosures 
and traps to catch huge hauls of 
salmon and candlefish as they 
swam upstream to spawn. The 
women would preserve a year’s 
supply of salmon by drying the fish 
over a smoky fire and pressed the 
oil from candlefish. The Indians 
used large amounts of this oil, 
dipping dried foods into it at meals. 
Other important fish were herring, 
smelt, and cod. People also dug 
clams along the beach and smoked 
them just as they did salmon.

The Makah whale hunt - The chief harpooner 
showed his respect for the whale by singing a 
special song, promising to give the whale gifts 
if it allowed itself to be killed. 

A young boy from the Chinook tribe finds a stranded whale.  
He’ll likely run back eagerly to share the news with others. 

https://www.britannica.com/place/Pacific-Ocean


Northwest Coast peoples varied their fish-based diet through hunting and gathering. 
Families traveled to the mountains, where the men hunted deer, elk, mountain goat, and 
bear. The women collected bulbs, roots, berries, and seeds.




