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ForEWord

when CulTures Collide
Gordon Bettles

The historic fish kill on the Lower Klamath River in autumn 2002 
was an example of what can happen when cultures collide in the 
Pacific Northwest. Members of the Karuk, Yurok, Hoopa Valley, and 
Klamath Indian Tribes protested at the time, claiming that the die-off 
of chinook and coho salmon was a threat to cultural traditions, food 
sources, and spiritual life. We demonstrated scientifically that high 
water temperatures, low water levels, and toxic algae levels caused by 
the overuse of water by agriculture were the material causes of the fish 
kill. Warnings had been given in spring 2001 by Native scientists and 
in reports made to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) by 
the National Marine Fisheries Service and other agencies. But when 
the EPA made its ruling in favor of salmon, farmers and ranchers in 
the Klamath County agricultural areas staged their own protests, and 
ultimately, the federal government reversed its position, giving farmers 
in eastern Oregon the water they claimed they needed to maintain 
their own economic survival.

The tragedy of the 2002 fish kill was caused by a collision of cul-
tures that began when the first ships landed on the east coast of North 
America in 1492.  At the heart of that collision are two creation stories 
that give rise to two distinct ways of relating to the natural world. I am 
a member of the Klamath Tribes of south-central Oregon. As with most 
tribes, our Klamath legends begin with a creation story. The Klamath 
tell how Gmok’amc (pronounced ga mo k’amch), or Old Man of the 
Ancient Ones, caused the land to rise above the waters of the ocean. 
He caused Gopher to open his mouth. All manner of flora and fauna 
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jumped out of Gopher’s mouth and began to seek out the places in the 
world where they could live. Trees found the mountains and the hills, 
while grasses found they could live almost anywhere. Some sought to 
live along the rivers and lakes, while some even decided they could live 
in the waters. The animals made choices on how they could live and 
thrive in this world. Elk, deer and the other animals chose what they 
could eat and where they wanted to live. Birds flew out and found their 
homes to be in trees, in caves, or in the ground, while some preferred 
to live at the edges of the great waters of the world. Fish jumped out of 
Gopher’s mouth and sought the waters of the world. Among them was 
ĉ’iyals (pronounced cheeyals), or Salmon, who chose to live in the Big 
Water as well as in the rivers and lakes. Soon after, Gmok’amc created 
the Klamath people from the čak, or Service Berry Bush. 

The Klamath people give prayers of thanks to Gmok’amc and to 
the other life forms before planting, gathering, hunting, fishing, and 
utilizing these abundant resources. Tribal elders caution all to not over-
harvest these resources and to always leave some here and there so the 
plants can come back the next year. The Klamath Seasonal Round 
begins in August, when the wocas, or water lily seed pods, are gath-
ered for processing, followed by big game hunting and house-building 
time. The winter season is filled with some hunting and fishing, but 
mostly legend-telling time, tool building, and weaving. The next great 
season comes with the return of the c’wam, or sucker fish. The c’wam 
ceremony is held yearly to give thanks to these fish for returning to the 
Klamath River. A similar ceremony celebrated the return of Salmon 
to the waterways of south-central Oregon and northern California, 
but in the twentieth century dams placed in the Klamath River have 
barred the Salmon from the Klamath Basin, and our Salmon ceremony 
has become a distant memory. The berry-picking season is followed by 
the root-gathering time, after which the Klamath people return to the 
lakes and marshes to begin gathering wocas.

The survival of the Klamath people has depended on these food 
resources for thousands of years. All these foods are considered a gift 
from the Creator and to not give thanks for them is considered an 
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insult. Likewise, hunters are taught to give thanks to the spirit of the 
deer that are killed for providing sustenance to the tribe. Legends still 
tell about some of the animal people eating c’wam without prayers 
and then lying to Gmok’amc about it. Gmok’amc turns them to stone, 
and these rock features can be seen in the landscape today. Foods to 
be eaten are also placed outside to feed the ancestors. Elders teach 
that the gift of food should never be put in an unclean place. All are 
requested to drink ambo (water) before eating to clean their palate. 
These everyday practices have been passed down from generation 
to generation.

In contrast, the newcomers’ creation story, as told in their Holy 
Bible, gave people dominion over all others who dwell in the world and 
instructed them to tame the creatures into service. Dogs, cats, goats, 
cattle, sheep, horses, and other animals were domesticated according 
to these directives. When the newcomers arrived in the so-called New 
World, this story informed the way they saw the land and its communi-
ties. The natural resources—animals, vegetation, waters, minerals—
seemed endless in this new land. It seemed to beg to be conquered, to 
be tamed, the newcomers thought. The land needed to be tilled, the 
meadows fenced, the waterways controlled, the mountains dug and 
mined. Transposed onto the New World, the newcomers’ creation story 
unleashed a harmful dynamic between people and the land, and one 
that was very different from the story that had sustained the tribes for 
thousands of years. Believing the land was a resource, a commodity 
to be harnessed for the good of mankind, the newcomers fell into a 
pattern of exploitation without self-regulation.

The differences in cultural perspectives between the Klamath people 
and the newcomers have played out through the twentieth century to 
the present collision over the fate of the Salmon and the River itself.1 
The newcomers view natural resources as materials to exploit, while the 
Klamath people (and other tribal peoples in our watershed) understand 
that Creator provided for people to use these resources in a respectful 
and sustainable manner, with the knowledge that people and what the 
newcomers call “nature” are one. The play Salmon Is Everything shows 
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these different perspectives and the cost of treating the natural world 
as a commodity. 

The loss of thirty-four thousand lives in such a short time in 
September 2002 was nearly inconceivable to us. We knew something 
was terribly wrong. The Klamath, Modoc, Yahooskin, Karuk, Hupa, 
and Yurok people have sustained ourselves and our environment for 
thousands of years.2 The newcomers brought different values and 
definitions of success to our homeland, but at what cost? The death 
of thousands of chinook was a signal not only that the manipulated 
Klamath River could not sustain the Salmon (who were simply doing 
what they were created to do), but also that the newcomers’ per-
spective and way of treating the world is unsustainable. Salmon Is 
Everything shows the results of two distinct ways of viewing the world 
and expresses some of what we felt, showing how Indian communi-
ties of the Klamath watershed were bound together against a wall of 
collective grief. When that event occurred, the Klamath Tribes and 
our neighboring tribes to the south felt a terrible pain and sadness 
not only for our immediate loss, but for what it seemed to mean for 
the future of our culture, the Salmon, and the River. Death has par-
ticular cultural meanings for the Klamath people, and the deaths of 
so many Salmon must be understood in light of two Klamath words. 
Gleega, “death,” means literally to change into or become something 
else. This is a natural process, a change that transforms life into life. 
In contrast, č’ooq’atk means “dead ones,” or corpses, and refers to 
unnatural loss, such as a murder, or multiple deaths that are outside 
the natural order. The distinction lies in what caused the death. Was 
it caused by the Creator and part of a natural phenomenon, or was 
it caused by human action or error? In the case of the fish kill, we 
asked, what could take hoqis, or life, away from this many Salmon 
at once? We could see that this was an unnatural event, caused by 
human values and practices. The tribes could understand if such a 
catastrophe had been caused by a natural process, such as a volcanic 
event. We believe that in such a case the Salmon would adapt to the 
change in the environment, or move to a new one. But the assault on 
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the River and its environs was tantamount to a mugging—č’ooq’atk. 
It should never have happened.

The creation story of the newcomers allows them to believe that 
while the loss of so many Salmon was unfortunate, it was somehow 
unavoidable. Humans and their needs should come first over the fish. 
The release of upstream water had to be withheld no matter the cost 
because farmers and ranchers and their livelihoods were in danger due 
to drought. After all, raising cattle and potatoes made more economic 
sense to them than the tribes’ need for fishing. Besides, the tribes could 
go to the local supermarket and purchase farm-raised salmon.  But for 
the tribes, the Salmon represents more than a food source; it represents 
the continuation of the world as the Creator intended. The fish runs 
were predictable; food was promised and given. The tribes know that 
this was what the Creator intended for them. They also know that the 
Salmon in turn knows his way home and has the intention of supplying 
himself to the people for their sustenance. This is why the spirit of the 
Salmon is thanked in prayer and ceremonies. But now the situation for 
the Klamath River Salmon is dire: the fish kill of 2002 was a warning 
about the real possibility of extinction. 

Our treaties with the US government guarantee the tribes their right 
to fish, hunt, and gather in our homelands. Yet mismanagement has 
eroded and threatened those rights. The dams built in the twentieth cen-
tury have blocked the Salmon for such a long time that many newcomers 
in the Upper Klamath Basin do not believe that the Salmon ever came 
this far inland, up into the Klamath Watershed. When the fossilized 
remains of a six-foot king salmon were found in an archaeological dig 
in Chiloquin, Oregon, there was no doubt that the Salmon had been 
traveling those 400-plus miles from the Pacific Ocean to continue living 
and doing what they were created to do since time immemorial. Now, 
land managers, politicians, lawyers, farmers, ranchers, and economists 
can see what the tribes have known all along: the Salmon belong in 
the Klamath watershed, from its beginning at the Pacific Ocean to 
its headwaters in eastern Oregon. Salmon Is Everything is an example 
of what can be done to help bridge the cultures that collided in the 
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Klamath watershed. But the play is only part of a larger drama that is 
still unfolding, one that will not be complete until the dams on the 
Klamath River are decommissioned and taken down, and the Salmon 
that once flourished throughout the watershed are allowed to return. 

Gordon Bettles
Eugene, Oregon
Summer 2013
  



inTroduCTion 
Theresa May

Stories can be powerful forces of transformation, helping us remember 
and reclaim the past and call forth new visions of the future. Choctaw 
scholar LeAnne Howe argues that story making is understood among 
Native people as an action that can generate material change.3 At the 
heart of this book, and the play it contains, is the idea that stories can 
build relationships, crack long-standing ideologies, open new possibili-
ties, and reshape the social, political, and ecological landscapes of our 
lives. Salmon Is Everything is a story about a watershed in crisis, a story 
intended to promote healing and change. 

The Klamath River begins in eastern Oregon, runs southwest, and 
enters the Pacific Ocean just south of the California-Oregon border. 
Forming the third largest watershed in the western United States, the 
Klamath is fed by eight major tributaries that support both human en-
terprise and wildlands in Idaho, Washington, Oregon, and California.4 
Like other great rivers of the West, the Klamath defies the borders and 
boundaries that govern civic life. Its main stem alone runs through five 
counties, as well as numerous irrigation districts, federally managed tracts 
of land, timber harvest areas, public recreation areas, national monuments, 
wildlife sanctuaries, and four federally recognized tribal areas—each with 
distinct languages and long-standing cultural relationships with the river. 
Klamath Falls, Oregon, with a population of twenty thousand, is the 
river’s largest (and only) city. Along the Klamath’s many tributaries and 
all along its winding path, small towns, unincorporated villages, private 
mines, farms, ranches, and homes thrive—but only if the river thrives.

The headwaters of the Klamath lie in a vast open plain of lakes 
and marshes fed by springs as well as by snowmelt from the eastern 



S a l M o n  I S  E v E r y T H I n g2

Cascades. The three thousand square miles of the Upper Klamath, or 
Klamath Basin (for it holds the precious water that sustains life in the 
watershed), is bordered by Mount Thielsen and Crater Lake in the 
north and by Tule Lake and Lava Beds National Monument in the 
south. The Upper Klamath is the traditional homeland of the Klamath, 
Modoc, and Yahooskin peoples, who depended on the vast offerings of 
the marshlands and mountains for thousands of years before their first 
contact with Europeans. As Gordon Bettles writes in the foreword to 
this volume, the Upper Klamath has seen rapid change since the nine-
teenth-century arrival of white settlers, who saw its expansive marshes 
as potential farmland. Under the treaty of 1864, the Klamath Tribes 
were to control the lands “from mountain top to mountain top.” Yet 

Klamath river watershed. Courtesy of the Bureau of 
reclamation, Klamath Falls.
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Native stewardship of the land was in constant jeopardy as newcomers 
sought to capitalize on the region’s rich farmland and abundant timber.

In 1905 the Klamath Project began selling federally owned land 
to farmers for agricultural development. Authorized under the 1902 
Reclamation Act and managed by the Bureau of Reclamation, con-
struction of several dams on the Klamath River would be funded with 
proceeds from homestead sales and would help provide project farm-
ers with irrigation.5 After World War I and World War II, veterans 
would receive priority for new homesteads. Meanwhile, the Klamath 
Termination Act of 1953 decimated tribal governance of its remaining 
lands, destroying the social and economic fabric of tribal life.6 In the 
years that followed, agricultural and hydrological development of the 
region increased. The Klamath Project would impact the ecology of 
the river and its watershed well into the next century.7

At the Oregon-California border, where the Cascade Range, which 
runs north and south, collides with the Siskiyou Mountains, running 
east and west, the wide waters of the Klamath converge into a power-
ful singular flow. The water picks up speed and force as it crashes into 
canyons, pounds around geologic twists and turns, and cascades over 
sudden drops in elevation. The Mid-Klamath is rugged country and 
the ancestral homeland of the Karuk people, whose knowledge of the 
land has sustained them for thousands of years.8 The Karuk fish the 
deep pools and rushing rapids of the river with traditional dip nets, 
bringing in harvests of salmon and steelhead that once made them 
the wealthiest tribe in California.9 Downriver, near its confluence 
with the Trinity River, the Klamath flows through forests of cedar, 
Douglas-fir, and Sitka spruce, and the homeland of the Hupa people, 
who, like their Karuk neighbors, fish for salmon, hunt deer, elk, and 
other animals, and harvest a variety of plants. In northern California, 
where redwood-covered cliffs careen into the Pacific, the mouth of the 
Klamath River serves as a constant reminder to the Yurok people of 
the kinship between river and sea. Yurok homelands extend from the 
Pacific coast upriver to the Trinity confluence. In addition to hunting 
deer and elk, the Yurok harvest seaweed, abalone, mussels, and other 
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foods from the Pacific shoreline and work the river’s wide estuary for 
candlefish (smelt), eel, sturgeon, and salmon. Like the Karuk and Hupa, 
the Yurok have actively managed the land, river, and riparian zones in 
order to sustain these traditional foods for many generations.10 

The Klamath is one of the great salmon spawning rivers of the 
Pacific Northwest, and Yurok elders remember a time when “the 
salmon were so plentiful you could walk across the river on their 
backs.”11 Chinook and coho salmon, along with steelhead trout, have 
returned to the mouth of the Klamath in fall and spring for millen-
nia, part of one of the extraordinary migratory cycles on the planet. 
These anadromous fish sometimes swim hundreds of miles against 
the current, up rapids, over waterfalls, across lakes and human-made 
reservoirs, through irrigation culverts, and, if construction allows, 
around dams in order to return to their ancestral spawning grounds—
streams, creeks, and tributaries throughout the Klamath watershed.12 
As demands on water resources, along with pollution and develop-
ment, have compromised the health of rivers throughout the Pacific 
Northwest, populations of salmon have decreased. Salmon runs on 
the Klamath River have declined as much as 95 percent according to 
some estimates.13 In the mid-1990s, the Klamath coho salmon was 
listed as threatened under the Endangered Species Act. In 2001 a 
drought in eastern Oregon precipitated a new battle in the region’s 
water wars as farmers and ranchers demanded that agriculture take 

Thousands of dead and 
dying salmon washed 
up on the banks of the 
Klamath river during the 
fish kill of 2002. 

Photo: northcoast 
Environmental Center.
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priority over fish. Then, in September of 2002, just as thousands of 
coho and chinook salmon were beginning their long journey home, 
upward of thirty-four thousand died prematurely, leaving thousands 
of salmon corpses floating and putrefying along miles of riverbank.14

News of the die-off, or “fish kill,” spread through north coast com-
munities like wildfire. The deaths of so many salmon threw a national 
spotlight on the decades-long conflict over water use along the Oregon-
California border. I was in my first year of teaching at Humboldt State 
University in Arcata, California, about sixty miles south of the mouth 
of the Klamath River—the site of the carnage. In response to the fish 
kill, university president Rollin Richmond hosted a conference on 
Klamath River water policy, inviting scientists and representatives from 
state, federal, and regional government agencies dealing with water, 
land management, and wildlife, as well as citizen and environmental 
groups and local tribal leaders to discuss the underlying causes and to 
advocate plans of action. I attended the conference in order to learn 
more about what had happened and why. The room was electric with 
antagonisms, palpable through the veil of professional presentations, 
revealing that the issues of water rights and allocation, species protec-
tion, human economies, and cultural rights are thick with layers of 
contested history. As I listened, I could not help but notice that the back 
of the room was crowded with people from the tribal communities, for 
whom the catastrophe was not only economic (with measurable loss 
for tribal fisheries that season) but also cultural, spiritual, and personal. 
For Native people, a threat to salmon was a threat to traditional ways 
of life. As scientists and government officials presented their theories, 
Native elders sat silent, as if keeping vigil at the proceedings. No one 
invited them to speak, at least not in the sessions I attended.

I began to think about the voices in the larger story that were not 
being heard, and how I might use my position of power and privilege 
as an academic and an artist to help amplify those voices. I came to 
Humboldt State after a decade as an arts educator in the Seattle area, 
where I had developed programs that taught ecological values and 
environmental education through the performing arts. I wrote plays 
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with students and communities on non–point source pollution, salmon 
habitat restoration, and watershed history. Listening to the presenta-
tions that afternoon, I began to think about a play as a way to tell the 
story of what was a profoundly personal trauma for my Yurok, Karuk, 
and Hupa neighbors. Stories, I thought, might make the kind of dif-
ference that more data and debate might not, particularly when shared 
in a forum where judgments are temporarily suspended, as they are in 
the theatre. As a result of what I had seen and heard at the conference, 
I was particularly interested in structuring a project that gave space to 
the experiences and viewpoints of those who shared a direct subsistence 
relationship with the salmon, and whose voices and suffering seemed 
to be little acknowledged in the calamity of September 2002. 

Those voices are essential to balanced civic discourse. In 
“Communication and the Other: Beyond Deliberative Democracy,” 
Iris Marion Young provides a distinction that sheds fresh light on the 
function of diversity in democracy. Like most of us, I was accustomed 
to what Young calls “deliberative democracy,” in which positions are 
laid out through debate, and decisions made by majority voices. Under 
this deliberative model, difference is something to be transcended, 
something to be worked through in order to find “common ground.” 
But deliberative democracy’s quest for agreement, Young argues, may 
merely reinscribe privilege by dismissing knowledge represented by 
the experience of marginalized groups precisely because it is not com-
monly held (such as the Yurok belief that the Salmon are spirit beings 
and brothers as well as sustenance). Young notes that the “problem 
with this conception of the unity of democratic discussion is that it 
may harbor another mechanism of exclusion . . . where some groups 
have greater symbolic or material privilege than others.” The Klamath 
watershed is typical of the pluralist body politic Young describes, one 
that “face[s] serious divergences in value premises, cultural practices 
and meanings.” Among the water users of the Klamath River, ranch-
ers and farmers count themselves as the contemporary counterparts 
of pioneer Americans, and their economic needs carry a symbolic 
privilege that has ensured political advantage. In these circumstances, 
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Young observes, the hurried quest to find agreement can drown out 
marginalized voices by privileging “the dispassionate, the educated, 
or those who feel they have a right to assert.” Young argues instead 
for a “communicative democracy” in which difference is valued and 
disagreement becomes a source of new knowledge. In communicative 
democracy “each can tell her story with equal authority,” allowing the 
community to access its “total social knowledge.” Young’s distinction 
carves out an important democratic function for theatre and the arts 
in general—as forums where stories, and the wisdom and knowledge 
they carry, are given authority. Stories preserve and disseminate wis-
dom, provide historical context, and transmit feelings that have the 
power to change the listener, easing long-standing social and political 
polarization.

Over a three-year period, I worked closely with Native faculty, staff, 
students, and community members throughout the Klamath watershed 
to research and write a play that told the story of people directly af-
fected by the river’s crisis—we called this the Klamath Theatre Project 
(KTP). This volume includes the full text of its culmination—Salmon 
Is Everything—as well as reflections on its development process. In 
compiling this volume, we have worked against the expectation of 
a single authorial voice, opting instead for a structure similar to the 
play—one that is multivocal and episodic—in order to demonstrate 
how artists, academics, and communities might work together to tell 
stories that need to be told. The Klamath Theatre Project was a learn-
ing adventure for everyone involved, not unlike a white-water rafting 
trip down one of the Klamath’s many tributaries: everyone paddles, 
everyone gets wet, and everyone learns how dependent we are on one 
another, and on the river. 

The volume begins with Suzanne Burcell’s “A Call to Action: We 
Have to Do Something!” in which she writes about the Karuk people’s 
understanding of kinship with salmon. Suzanne was director of the 
Indian Teacher and Educational Personnel Program at Humboldt State 
and a primary collaborator and adviser throughout the project. She 
also describes the process of developing consensus about the purpose 
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of the project, and its reception by the Native community when finally 
performed on stage. 

The text of Salmon Is Everything follows, with complete produc-
tion information. The play is an example of the ways in which story, 
memory, ceremony, prayer, and imagery are part of what Young calls 
“the situated knowledge available . . . and the combination of narratives 
from different perspectives [that] produce the collective wisdom not 
available from any one position.” The aim of Salmon Is Everything is a 
change of heart. It is meant as a celebration of multiple voices, experi-
ence, and knowledge within our watershed community.

In “I Am Karuk! My Voice as Rose,” Kathleen McCovey describes 
her experience as a collaborator and member of the acting ensemble. 
She originated the role of Rose, and her voice reverberates through 
the play. As a Karuk medicine woman, Indigenous environmentalist, 
and community leader, Kathleen writes about how working on and 
performing in the play influenced her work as a spokesperson for her 
tribe. Her story illuminates the potential for theatre to support and 
strengthen individual voices. 

In “The Education of an Artist,” I map my journey as a non-Native 
artist and educator working in collaboration with Native and non-
Native students, colleagues, and community members. I have tried to 
be candid about the many challenges, surprises, confusions, awkward 
moments, and new understandings that were part of my education as 
an “outsider.” Challenges including questions of authority, ownership of 
stories, creative license, interpretation, voice, inclusion, and cultural pro-
tocol were opportunities for learning for me and for everyone involved. 

We embarked on rehearsals of the play-in-progress in autumn 2005, 
aiming for a first production in spring 2006, and I asked my theatre 
colleague and friend Jean O’Hara to codirect. Jean’s partner, Jessica 
Eden, had been part of the KTP collaborative group, and the characters 
of Kate and Rachel are based in part on their experience as a queer 
identified couple living in a rural community. Following the production, 
Jean and members of the ensemble took Salmon Is Everything on tour. 
In “The Journey Home,” Jean describes the audience reception to the 
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first performances, and the challenges of taking the play “home” (not 
unlike swimming upriver) to communities along the Klamath River. 

That same spring, I accepted a position at the University of Oregon. 
I hoped that the Klamath Theatre Project would continue on in my 
absence, but it did not, at least not in the form of our original venture. 
My decision to change institutions deepened my appreciation of the 
ways in which Native people are connected to place, and it set my 
outsider status in relief once more: I could come and go. Kathleen 
McCovey reminded me at the time that Native people are connected to 
the land through kinship—a bond she could not break for the sake of 
a job opportunity. At the University of Oregon I met Gordon Bettles, 
the director of the university’s Many Nations Longhouse and a member 
of the Klamath Tribes, and my bond with the Klamath River and the 
play was renewed. Conversations with Gordon led to a production of 
Salmon Is Everything at the University of Oregon in spring 2011. In 
the process, the play was revised to reflect a stronger Klamath-Modoc 
perspective, and that is the version printed here.

One of the challenges of community-based theatre is crediting those 
whose voices were part of its creation. As I began writing and weaving 
the text of the play, drawing on the research and reflective writing of 
students and community members, as well as myself, I became increas-
ingly uncomfortable with the ways in which many community-based 
plays are published—giving the playwright authorship even though 
the stories emerged from the community. Story is a deeply respected 
form of knowledge for the Native people with whom I worked, and 
Native people know too well the ways their traditional stories have been 
appropriated and commodified. It is important to say here, then, that 
each person whose contribution became part of Salmon Is Everything 
remains the owner of his or her own stories and words. Those words 
and stories are loaned in trust, not unlike a land trust, and must be 
tended and respected for their intent. With Salmon Is Everything we 
are proposing a new model for crediting community-based texts: the 
play is annotated with footnotes to identify the person whose words 
or research became passages in the play.15 The title of the play is taken 
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from Barry McCovey Jr.’s description of the salmon’s central place in 
tribal life.16 An archive of the Klamath Theatre Project can be found in 
the special collections of Humboldt State University Library.17

Plays are civic documents, recording the human sensibilities and 
experiences of a particular historical moment. Salmon Is Everything 
premiered in the heat of a public debate, but by the time it was staged 
at the University of Oregon in 2011, that debate had moved forward. 
Yet the magic of theatre allows the past to live with and through the 
present, just as the 2002 fish kill still lives in the present for Native 
people of the Klamath River. As an archive of collective memory, Salmon 
Is Everything marks a turning point in the politics of the Klamath 
watershed. Community dialogue over the past decade has acknowl-
edged the significance of salmon populations to Indigenous ways of 
life. In September 2009, Klamath watershed stakeholders reached two 
historic agreements that may lead to the removal of four dams and the 
restoration of water flow for fish, as well as allocations of water for 
farmers. Some argue that the Klamath Basin Restoration Agreement 
and the Klamath Hydroelectric Settlement Agreement still do not 
guarantee adequate water for the salmon during drought years, while 
others claim that landowners will be deprived of their property rights. 
Nevertheless, the agreements were heralded by a New York Times piece 
on February 9, 2010, as a “stunning example of how cooperation and 
partnership can resolve difficult conflicts.” But the provisions of the 
Klamath agreements require federal funding to bring the dams down. 
At this writing, bills that would authorize that funding languish in 
Congress. Meanwhile, the parties to the Klamath watershed agreements 
have extended the expiration of both agreements until December 31, 
2014. At this crucial time, Salmon Is Everything helps us remember 
why we made those choices—choices that might deepen our sense of 
community and ensure the health of our watershed.

In the reflective essays included here, each author writes in narra-
tive style from her best and individual recollection. We are only four 
voices from a collaborative effort that included dozens of people, each 
of whom has a unique story. We have tried to represent our fellow 
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collaborators honorably. We hope the process of developing Salmon 
Is Everything provides a model for how the arts can open a space for 
multiple and underrepresented viewpoints and contribute to healing 
historical trauma. We believe that the empathy that emerges from read-
ing, participating in, or witnessing a community-based performance 
such as this can lead to deeper, more complex understanding, form 
new relationships across cultural and racial differences, and lay the 
groundwork for compassionate civic action.
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