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Sand Flea In The Side 
Of A Canoe 
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Bone Grune: 

Dentalia: 

Glossary of Unfamiliar Terms 

a grunbling grune. Two teruns are each assigned a set of bones made from the 
foreleg of a deer. The bones fit in a person's hand. One bone in each set is 
marked, one is unmarked. There are also "tally bones". Traditionally, there 
are twenty tally bones, split between the teruns. Each terun assigns a 
'pointer'. The purpose of the game is for the pointer to guess which hand the 
unmarked bone is in as the opposing terun sings loudly and manipulates the 
bones runong them. Each wrong guess forfeits a tally bone to the other terun, 
until the one terun has all the tally bones. Bets are placed on each round, or 
the entire grune. 

a medium-sized white shell used as a type of currency. Dentalia are difficult 
to harvest; primarily the Makah and Nootkan gathered them. The shells were 
strung on a line and measured by the fathom ( six feet). 

©2002 
This book was developed by the Northwest Native 
American Curriculum Project, sponsored by The 
Evergreen Center for Educational Improvement at The 
Evergreen State College and the Office oflndian 
Education at the Office of the Superintendent of Public 
Instruction. The project was partially funded by the 
Washington State Higher Education Coordinating Board. 

Dried Berry Cakes: mashed berries spread thinly in a wooden frrune and sun dried for winter. 
Similar to fruit roll-ups. 

Nrune-giving Ceremony: 

Soap Berries: 

a very important event, usually a type of potlatch. Some nrunes describe the 
person or their accomplishments, or those accomplishments of their ancestor. 
Sometimes songs or privileges accompanied the nrune. The history of the 
nrune is explained and special witnesses are selected to remember the nrune 
and its details. Usually these witnesses were given a gift or paid for their ser
vices. 

berries that forun when stirred and whipped. Soap berry ice cream is also 
known as 'Indian Ice Crerun.' 
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Of course my mom was right, but I certainly did have some outstanding 
adventures. In fact, I don't know of another sand flea who has experi
enced life beyond the beach as much as I have. 

No, I wouldn't change any of my great adventures; and, you know, the 
whipped soapberry Indian ice cream was worth it! Mmmm, mmm! 

The Makah used their large canoes for long-distance travel and for hunting whales. In this photo, taken at Neah Bay, 
ca 1900, Makah men, women, and children pull their canoe up on the beach on rollers. This canoe also has a cloth 
sail which is furled in tl:le bow of the canoe. Before European contact, the Makah used cedar bark sails on their 
canoes. 

MSCUA, UniversityofWashington, MOHAI 88.33. 113 



An Exciting Place to Live 
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Like most sand fleas, I grew up in a big family. I enjoyed hopping 
around with everyone else, but I also yearned for life beyond the beach. 

One day I hopped into a great freight canoe. I knew this canoe had 
crossed the straits, traveled up the Sound, and had even gone to the outer 
coast. The owner of the canoe was one of the leading chiefs in the people's 
village. 
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So there I was, back with my great family of sand fleas. And, sure 
enough, my mom didn't know where I had been. After telling my family all 
about my journeys in the great freight canoe, my mom gave me this lec
ture: 

"Don't you know how unsafe it is to live in a canoe crack? Don't you 
know that the canoe builders repair cracks with melted spruce pitch, flat 
wooden patches, and ties? You could've been patched into the side of that 
canoe, and no one would have known where you had gone!" 
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"Hey you!" he said, "You're bugging me. Don't you bite my leg! Does your 
mom know where you are? I don't think so!" And, without waiting for my 
reply, he scooped me up and stepped out of the canoe that was now beached 
on the land. He plopped me in the middle of a clump of kelp. 

Speaking of people, I just love it when they drop a bit of food. In addi
tion to wanting to see new sights, I also love to try different morsels of food. 
I have had good luck scooping up a variety of tasty meals, simply by hang
ing around the people. 



As I was saying, I hopped into the freight canoe and found a small 
crack in the side of the canoe. The crack was so small, no one had noticed 
it yet. I liked that little space because it fit me just right. I decided to claim 
this little crevice for my new home. I could not imagine that anyone would 
notice me there. 

Quietly, I hopped down from my hideaway. I hit my target dead-on! I 
did not make a sound. But the boy's eyes were quicker than I was. He 
caught sight of my movement. And there I was, with the undeniable evi
dence of soap olallie, or soapberries, covering my mouth. 
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On our journey home, a boy sat by me. I noticed that he had a splotch 
of soapberry ice cream on the side of his leg. He did not realize the foamy 
berry smear was there. I could not, however, stop gazing at the splotch. I 
stared at the splotch all the way home. Just before we reached our shore, 
I saw my chance. I couldn't resist. My insatiable appetite became my 
demise. 

I couldn't help but feel a part of all the people's activities as I traveled 
with them to various places. They hadn't discovered that I was there, and 
that was fine by me. I enjoyed their company, and I enjoyed traveling. 
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One time, I went to a wedding potlatch. We were transporting the Two families traveled together on this occasion. So, on this trip, there were 
groom. His father owned the canoe. We had to travel far to get a bride from kids in the freight canoe. Well, I kind of like kids. They remind me ofme
another village. a little bit jumpy at times. 
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One of our crewmembers was a witness for the naming. Even though 
everyone boarded the canoe with the potlatch gifts they had received, the 
witness received a few more items than everyone else. He was given more, 
because his job required more responsibility. Many people attended the 
gathering, but he was a witness. He was responsible for remembering this 
name as well as the history and lineages linked with the name. He also 
must remember how the new recipient had a right to that name. 

= ;:: 
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People weddings can be so complicated. Besides the marriage agreement, 
a lot of business took place at this wedding. The bride's father gave his 
daughter and new son-in-law some cherished treasures-he gave them 
rights to certain songs, dances, and names. The bride and groom were 
greatly honored. 



== 

-

And what an expensive bride! We had to bring a lot of blankets, denta
lia, and food to show the bride's tribe that our groom was wealthy and 
worthy enough to take care of the new bride. 

What a feast! I kept jumping up so I could see above the sides of the 
canoe. I could see all of the activities on the beach. There were dancers 
wearing masks to represent wolves, eagles, serpents, and even people. It 
was so awesome to watch all of those dances, and I couldn't take my eyes 
off those dancers! The songs and drumming echoed in my little sand flea 
head. My heart felt the love and honor these people had for the one who 
was getting a family's ancestral name. 
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My last voyage was a trip to a name-giving ceremony at another village. 
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There were gifts ga1ore. When all was said and done, we went home, still 
with a loaded canoe. Not only did we carry our young man's bride, but we 
also took a great pile of gifts that the bride's tribe gave to us! 



~••••m/Soouo~ ...... A'°"'""" .,,., •• 

··'"' 

i ~ ... 

-~ ..... , .. , 

Did I mention the food at this wedding feast? There was somucli 
food, and the hosts gave us food to take home and share with our 
families. 

My favorite morsel from this trip was the smoked black cod 
crumbs. Mmmm, mmm! 

When we returned, we brought back with us dried seal meat, seal oil, 
and dried halibut._ We had traded our dogfish oil and smoked clams for 
these new things. Ah yes. Variety is the spice of life. How I appreciated 
sampling this delicious fare on a nice, calm day. No longer seasick, I helped 
myself to a bit of dried halibut dipped in seal oil. Mmmm, mmm! 
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Have you ever heard the expression "green around the gills?" When 
fish are green around the gills, they are very sick. Well, sand fleas are not 
even remotely related to the fish family. Still, I was "green around the 
gills"-1 was very sick. I laid for a long time in my freight canoe crack. The 
harsh waves gradually subsided. Soon the canoe was only rocking gen
tly-relief at last! All cargo was secure in the lidded boxes. The top layer of 
canoe mats got wet, and so did we. The storm now behind us, we went on 
to our destination. 

A Bone Game 

----___.o1 __ _ ---------. ···--:..-----: 

----·------ ______ .. 

There was another memorable trip when the men went to the bone 
game. I kind of liked being "one of the guys." There was an electrifying 
excitement in the canoe. Everyone expected to have a good time. 
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Sure enough, our expectations were met. The bone game turned out to 
be quite an exciting event. When we arrived at the other village, it w~s 
different than when we landed for the wedding potlatch. No one dressed 1n 
special clothing or made lengthy speeches. Don't get me wrong-people 
were excited to see our canoe crew, but they were more excited to play the 
game! 
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Fortunately, the crew was so skillful, they were able to slice through the 
rough waves and paddle on until a shelter could be found. We finally 
pulled in to a secluded cove to wait for the storm to pass. 



The Storm ----------·---~----- ==-~-~ 

My most terrifying experience was a storm at sea. 
-We were going on a trading trip. We carried smoked clams and dogfish They set up on the beach, with each tribe sitting across from each 

oil to trade. A wind began to pick up, and a horrible storm blew in. I was other. What songs! What drumming! What a din! Bones were flying, bets 
almost sloshed overboard by the bailer! What a close call. I almost lost my were wagered, tally sticks were thrown. 
life. 
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The songs vibrated through my little home in the canoe crack. I just couldn't 
help singing, drumming, and making my own lucky guesses too. I really 
pounded hard with a splinter on the side of the crack, as though it was the 
gunnel of my own little canoe. 

'-

't:: ~ 
\._, ··----...3tw;,.o--------1 

...._, 
~ 

~ ..__, 
'-- 1./ 

·__,___~~-~-
'-' '-' ._.., ._, '--' 

\__, '-._, '-- '---

'--- '- ~ 

It was fun to stay up later than usual-these games can be very long. Of 
course, we won. 

One of our winnings was a basketful of dried berry cakes. I crawled out 
of the side of the canoe and rode in the berry cake storage basket just long 
enough to get my fill. Mmmm, mmm! 
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