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The Nez Perce tribe, known as the Nimiipuu to themselves, is a Native
American tribe that has played a significant role in the history of the
Pacific Northwest. Their rich cultural heritage, resilience, and complex
interactions with European settlers and the United States government have
shaped their identity and legacy. This article explores the history of the
Nez Perce tribe, covering their origins, social structure, encounters with
Europeans, and the tumultuous events of the late 19th century that would
define their modern existence.

Origins and Early History

The Nez Perce tribe is believed to have inhabited the Pacific Northwest for
thousands of years. They primarily resided in what is now northeast Oregon,
southeast Washington, and western Idaho. Their territory included the fertile
valleys of the Wallowa River and the Clearwater River, which provided
abundant resources for their subsistence lifestyle.

Cultural Practices

The Nez Perce were traditionally semi-nomadic, relying on a mixed economy of
hunting, fishing, and gathering. Key elements of their culture included:

- Fishing: Salmon was a staple food, and the tribe utilized sophisticated
fishing techniques, including the construction of weirs and traps.

- Hunting: They hunted deer, elk, and other game, often using horses acquired
through trade.

- Gathering: The Nez Perce gathered a variety of plants, berries, and roots,
which were vital for their diet.

- Arts and Crafts: The tribe is known for its intricate beadwork, basketry,
and horse culture, which played a significant role in their social and
economic life.

Language

The Nez Perce language is part of the Sahaptian language family. It has
several dialects, reflecting the various bands within the tribe. Although the
language has faced challenges due to colonization and assimilation policies,
cultural revival efforts are underway to preserve and promote it among
younger generations.



Contact with Europeans

The arrival of European explorers and settlers in the 18th and 19th centuries
marked a significant turning point in Nez Perce history. Initially, the Nez
Perce engaged in trade with European fur traders, benefiting from the
exchange of goods. However, increased contact led to profound changes in
their way of life.

Missionaries and Settlers

In the 1830s and 1840s, Christian missionaries began arriving in Nez Perce
territory. They aimed to convert the tribe to Christianity and often viewed
traditional practices as pagan. Some of the notable missionary figures
included:

- Henry Harmon Spalding: A Presbyterian missionary who established a mission
in the Clearwater Valley.

- Marcus Whitman: Another key missionary who played a role in the early
interactions between settlers and Native Americans.

While some Nez Perce embraced Christianity, others resisted these efforts,
leading to tensions between the two groups. The arrival of settlers seeking
land in the mid-19th century further exacerbated these tensions, as they
encroached on Nez Perce territory.

The Treaty of 1855

In 1855, the Nez Perce signed a treaty with the United States government that
established a reservation encompassing over 7.5 million acres. This agreement
recognized their rights to hunt, fish, and gather in their traditional
territories. However, the treaty was not upheld as settlers continued to
invade the region, leading to further conflicts.

The Nez Perce War of 1877

One of the most significant events in Nez Perce history was the Nez Perce War
of 1877. This conflict arose from a series of broken treaties and increasing
pressure from the U.S. government to confine the Nez Perce to a smaller
reservation.

Causes of the War



Several factors contributed to the outbreak of the Nez Perce War:

1. Treaty Violations: The U.S. government failed to honor the terms of the
1855 treaty, reducing the Nez Perce's territory significantly.

2. Gold Discovery: The discovery of gold in the Nez Perce's ancestral lands
led to an influx of miners and settlers, further encroaching on their
territory.

3. Division Within the Tribe: Different factions within the Nez Perce had
varying views on how to respond to U.S. encroachments, leading to internal
conflict.

The War Itself

The war began in June 1877 when a small group of Nez Perce, led by Chief
Joseph, resisted removal to a reservation. The conflict quickly escalated,
resulting in a series of battles between the Nez Perce and U.S. Army forces.
Key events during the war included:

- Battle of White Bird Canyon: The first major battle of the war, where Nez
Perce warriors defeated a U.S. Army detachment.

- Battle of Clearwater: A significant engagement where the Nez Perce faced
U.S. forces in a fierce battle.

- Battle of the Big Hole: A crucial confrontation that resulted in heavy
casualties for both sides.

Despite initial successes, the Nez Perce were eventually outmatched by the
U.S. Army, which employed superior resources and tactics.

Retreat and Surrender

The Nez Perce undertook a remarkable retreat across the Rocky Mountains,
hoping to reach safety in Canada. They traveled over 1,170 miles, facing
numerous hardships, including harsh weather, dwindling supplies, and constant
pursuit by U.S. forces. After several months of relentless flight, Chief
Joseph and his band surrendered near the Canadian border in October 1877.

Aftermath and Modern Era

Following their surrender, the U.S. government forcibly relocated the Nez
Perce to a reservation in Oklahoma, far from their ancestral lands. The
conditions in Oklahoma were harsh, and many Nez Perce suffered from disease
and hardship. In 1885, some members of the tribe were allowed to return to
their homeland in Idaho, but they were only granted a fraction of their
original territory.



Contemporary Nez Perce Tribe

Today, the Nez Perce Tribe is a federally recognized tribe with a thriving
community that works to preserve its culture and heritage. The tribe operates
various enterprises and programs focused on economic development, education,
and cultural preservation. Key aspects of contemporary Nez Perce life
include:

- Cultural Revitalization: Efforts to teach the Nez Perce language and
traditional practices to younger generations.

- Economic Development: Investments in businesses, tourism, and natural
resource management.

- Environmental Stewardship: The tribe engages in efforts to protect and
restore the natural environment, including salmon habitat restoration
projects.

Conclusion

The history of the Nez Perce tribe is a testament to resilience,
adaptability, and cultural pride. From their deep-rooted origins in the
Pacific Northwest to their encounters with European settlers and the U.S.
government, the Nez Perce have navigated a complex historical landscape.
Their ongoing efforts to preserve their heritage and assert their rights
serve as a powerful reminder of the enduring spirit of Indigenous peoples in
America. The Nez Perce tribe's legacy is not just a tale of struggle but also
one of hope and renewal as they continue to thrive in the modern world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of the Nez Perce Tribe's name?

The name 'Nez Perce' means 'pierced nose' in French, referring to early
French explorers who observed the tribe's custom of wearing nose ornaments.
The tribe refers to itself as 'Nimiipuu,' meaning 'the people.'

What role did the Nez Perce play in the Lewis and
Clark Expedition?

The Nez Perce played a crucial role in the Lewis and Clark Expedition by
providing assistance, guidance, and supplies to the explorers in 1805,
facilitating their journey across the Rocky Mountains.



What was the Nez Perce War of 18777

The Nez Perce War of 1877 was a conflict between the U.S. government and the
Nez Perce tribe, led by Chief Joseph, who resisted forced relocation from
their ancestral lands in Oregon to a reservation in Idaho.

How did the Nez Perce adapt to European settlers?

The Nez Perce adapted to European settlers by incorporating horses into their
culture, transitioning from a semi-nomadic lifestyle to one that included
agriculture and trading with settlers.

What significant treaty was signed with the Nez
Perce in 18557

The Treaty of 1855 was signed, which established a large reservation for the
Nez Perce in present-day Idaho, Washington, and Oregon, but was later
violated by the U.S. government.

Who was Chief Joseph and why is he significant?

Chief Joseph, also known as Hin-mah-too-yah-lat-kekt, was the leader of the
Nez Perce during the 1877 war. He is known for his eloquent speeches
advocating for peace and the rights of his people and became a symbol of
Native American resistance.

What are some traditional practices of the Nez Perce
Tribe?

Traditional practices of the Nez Perce include fishing, hunting, and
gathering, as well as weaving and beadwork, which play significant roles in
their cultural identity and heritage.

What is the current status of the Nez Perce Tribe?

Today, the Nez Perce Tribe is a federally recognized tribe with a government,
economic initiatives, and cultural preservation efforts. They continue to
advocate for their rights and maintain their traditions.
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