
Totem Carvings from the Pacific Northwest 
 
 
The Pacific Northwest people lived along 2,000 miles of coastline from southern Alaska to 
northern California. The plateau region was to the east beynd the Cascade mountain range, 
and California people lived to the south. 
 
More than 500,000 people in tribes such as the Chinook, Haida, Nootka and Tlingit lived in 
the region before 1800. There was plenty of food and cedar to built their homes and make 
their canoes. 
 



Pacific Coastline 
 
Mountains run north-south along the eastern limits of the Northwest Coast. These include 
the Coast Ranges in Canada and the Cascade Range in the United States. In some areas the 
mountains extend to the ocean, forming rocky cliffs. In other regions the uplands drop dra-
matically to inlets and rocky beaches. The region is characterized by mild wet winters and 
cool summers. Evergreen forests thrive where there is soil enough to support them, and huge 
trees form a dense canopy that blocks out much sunlight. The floor of the great Northwest 
Coast forests is dark, damp, and covered with ferns and mosses. Springs and streams from 
mountain glaciers feed numerous rivers, which run to the ocean. The forests are home to 
abundant flora and fauna, and the rivers and sea teem with aquatic life. 
 
Cedar trees were by far the most important tree in the forest for the people of the Pacific 
Northwest. 
 
Totem poles were carved from tree trunks. The poles tell the story of the 
history of the clan or the history of a person's life. Animals, birds, fish and 
landmarks were carved on the poles. The Pacific Northwest people were 
the only Native Americans who created totem poles. 
 
Long ago, totem poles were carved using tools made from whale bones. 
When European people came to the northwest, they brought tools made of 
metal. This made it possible to carve very detailed figures. The carvings 
were painted using dyes made from vegetables, tree bark and berries. 
 
Almost everything was made from wood including houses, totem poles, canoes, dishes, bas-
kets and even clothes! Hats to keep out the winter rains were tightly woven from cedar bark. 
 
Bark was stripped from cedar trees, softened and woven into baskets and clothing. 
 
 
 
 



 
Salmon was a very important food for all the 
people in these regions. Whole villages 
would set up camp by rivers when the 
salmon were swimming up the river in the 
spring to lay their eggs. Fish were caught in 
several different ways. Large nets were made 
from cedar bark, traps were used and so were 
spears. 
To show thanks for the salmon, the bones 
from the first fish caught were returned to 
the river in hopes that the fish would return 
the next year. 
 
The fish were cleaned and hung on racks to 
dry or smoked over a fire. Enough fish were 

caught in the spring so there was food to last throughout the winter. 
 
Other fish were important to the northwest people, too. Oysters and clams were picked up on 
the beach. 
 
Some of the groups went out to sea to hunt whales, but often whale meat, bones and oil were 
obtained from whales that had washed up on the beach and died. Whale and candlefish oil was 
used to light lamps. 
 
Large canoes like this one were carved from cedar. They were over 60 feet long and could carry 
many tons of fish or trade 
goods. The owners clan sym-
bols were carved and painted 
on the canoes. 
 
The people of the northwest 
gathered all the food they 
needed for the whole year in 
spring and summer. In the 
winter they had time to cre-
ate beautiful artwork, carve 
totem poles and canoes, have 
fun and play games. 
 



Northwest women making baskets 
 
Northwest Coast peoples spoke a variety of languages. The Haida and Tlingit spoke distinct 
dialects thought to be related to the Athapaskan language family. Athapaskan peoples who 
settled in the region included the Chastacosta, Chetco, Clatskanie, and a number of other 
tribes. Languages based on the Penutian language stock were spoken by such tribes as the 
Alsea, Chinook, Coos, Kalapuya, Siuslaw, Takelma, and Tsimshian. Other languages in the 
region included those of the Salishan family, spoken by the Coast Salish and other tribes; the 
Wakashan family, spoken by the Haisla, Heiltsuk, Kwakiutl, Makah, and Nootka; and the 
Chimakuan family, spoken by the Chimakum and Quileute. 
 
These various peoples settled throughout the Northwest Coast region. For the most part, they 
did not cluster geographically according to language. Culturally, Northwest Coast peoples 
can be divided into three groups: those of the colder northern area, including the Queen 
Charlotte Islands of western British Columbia; those of the central region, in the vicinity of 
Vancouver Island and the mouth of the Columbia River; and those of the warmer southern 
region, who shared some cultural traits with peoples of the California culture area. 
 
Northwest Indians lived along the Pacific Ocean, from southern Alaska to Washington 
State. These Indians are well known for their totem poles. After getting tools for carving 
from white traders, the totem poles became an important part of each tribe. A totem pole in 
front of an Indian's home would show the generations and social rank of that family. Some 
Northwest tribes are the Chinook, Tillamook, Coast Salish and the Tlingit.  



For shelter the Northwest Indians used what was available in their forests - red cedar trees. 
They built Big-Houses, which were from 20 to 60 feet wide and 
anywhere from 50 to 150 feet long. They didn't have nails to 
hold the logs together so they used wooden pegs. To keep the 
rain out, they overlapped wooden planks. There were no win-
dows but a hole in the roof let in air.  
 
 
 
 

Northwest Indian village 
 

Coastal tribes lived off the ocean. No sushi for them but plenty of seals, sea otters and 
whales. All of them were hunters and gatherers. They had an endless supply of fish from 
the ocean, animals to hunt and fruit from the forest. During the fall, they pulled big salmon 
in by the thousands - enough to feed families for the entire year. 

 
Northwest Coast Indians had more than 
enough food to support a dense population, 
even without agriculture and extensive gath-
ering of wild plants. The sea provided the pri-
mary foods: seals, sea lions, and fish, includ-
ing many species of salmon, halibut, herring, 
cod, and flounder. Some tribes, such as the 
Makah, hunted whales. Northwest Coast peo-
ples also fished streams and rivers, especially 
when salmon left the ocean waters to lay their 
eggs. Sometimes they ventured inland to hunt 
deer, elk, bear, and mountain goat. They 
learned to dry their meat and fish with smoke 

to preserve them for the long winter months. 
 
Northwest Coast Indians typically situated their villages on the narrow beaches of the 
mainland and islands, their homes facing the sea. They lived in rectangular plank houses 
large enough to fit an entire extended family. Each family had a separate cubicle in the 
house. 
 
Cedar was the building material of choice for plank houses. Huge cedar logs were used for 
framing. Broad, hand-split planks, running either vertically or horizontally, were lashed to 
the framework to make walls and gabled or shed (single-slope) roofs to keep out the frequent 
rains.  



 
Cedar planks 
also served as 
flooring. Plank 
houses usually 
had central fire 
pits, and plat-
forms for sleep-
ing and storage 
along the walls. 
Some houses had 
two levels. For 
additional insula-
tion from the 
cold, mats were 
hung on the in-
side walls. The 
fronts of the 
houses were carved and painted with designs, sometimes with attached totem poles. 
 
 
Villages and kin groups were central to the social fabric of Northwest Coast peoples. Indians 
lived in clans, or groups of families claiming a common ancestor. Kin groups built villages, 
and sometimes groups of villages were united by kin relations. There were no large, inte-
grated tribes, however, because kin groups typically remained politically and economically 
distinct from other groups. Each clan was headed by a chief who determined the timing of 
key ceremonies and rituals, and decided such things as when, where, and how communal 
food resources would be harvested. Chiefs were village nobles, born to families of high so-
cial status. Heredity also played a role in the passing of specialized crafts, such as boat build-
ing, from generation to generation. 
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After the Europeans came to the area with goods to trade with the native people, the clothing 
was made from woven cloth and was more European in style. 
 
Men designed the pattern for the ceremonial blankets and painted them on boards. Women 
then wove the blankets on a loom. The threads were made of cedar bark wrapped in moun-
tain goat hair. It took many months to weave a blanket. The threads were put in pouches to 
protect them when they were not being woven. 
 
 



Some Northwest Coast peoples practiced 
head-flattening, considered a sign of 
beauty and status. Infants would have 
their heads compressed on a board to 
produce a strong slope leading to a dis-
tinctive peak at the top of the skull. They 
achieved this form by flattening either 
the back of the skull or the forehead 
above the eyebrows. 
 
Northwest Coast peoples were master 
woodworkers. They shaped giant wood 
plank houses, totem poles, and dugout 
canoes. Haida and Kwakiutl carvers 
made wood chests, boxes, masks, and 
utensils with stylized bird and animal de-
signs. Similar designs in green, yellow, 
black, and white were woven by Tlingit 
and Tsimshian women into blankets of 
mixed goat hair and cedar bark. The fa-
mous blankets of the Chilkat, a subgroup 

of the Tlingit, were traded throughout the area. Northwest Coast peoples also made exquisite 
baskets and spoons of horn and shell. 
 
Totem poles were common among Northwest Coast peoples. These were wooden posts 
carved and painted with a series of symbols, including representations of the owner’s guard-
ian animal. Totem poles were typically erected to commemorate dead ancestors, with the 
symbols confirming the lineage and social rank of the owner. Sometimes totem poles were 
structurally part of a plank house; others stood alone. Most were made from cedar. 
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Dance Mask for Potlatch 
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