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O. Introduction. Straits Salishan is a group oflanguages and dialects spoken in Washington, 
Vancouver Island, and the small islands around the Juan de Fuca, Haro, and Rosario Straits north 
and west of Puget Sound. It is a subgroup of the Central Coast Salishan language family bounded 
to the south, east, and north by other Salishan languages, Quinault, Twana, Lushootseed, 
Nooksack, and Halkomelem, and to the west by the non-Salishan Nitinaht, Makah, and Quilleute. 
Straits Salishan is composed of two languages: Klallam and Northern Straits. Each of these 
languages has dialect variation. 
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Klallam is spoken on the north shore of the Olympic Peninsula in Washington and across the 
Juan de Fuca Strait at Becher Bay on Vancouver Island. Northern Straits is a group of mutually 
intelligible dialects spoken on southern Vancouver Island and across the islands of the Haro and 
Rosario Straits to the Washington mainland near Bellingham. Although Northern Straits people 
recognize their linguistic similarity, they have traditionally identified themselves with one of five 
smaller ethnolinguistic/ethnogeographic groups: Sooke, Song ish (also called Lkungen and names 
with various similar spellings in the literature), Saanich, Lummi, and Samish. A sixth, Semiahmoo, 
to the north of the Lummi area, was not documented before its disappearance. 

The following outlines the major groups and dialects: 

(I) 
1. Klallam (KI) 

A. Western (WKI) 
1. Pysht, Clallam Bay 
2. Elwha 

B. Eastern (EKI) 
I. Jamestown 
2. Little Boston 

C. Becher Bay 

II. Northern Straits (NSt) 
A. Sooke (So) 
B. Songish (Sg) 
C. Saanich (Sa) 

1. West Saanich (WSa) 
2. East Saanich (ESa) 

D. Lummi (Lm) 
E. Samish (Smvu, SmLD, SmTB, Sm?) 
F. Semiahmoo 

In the literature documenting Straits Salishan language and culture there has been some 
disagreement and confusing inconsistency in what the term 'Straits Salish' refers to and in which 
are languages and which dialects. What I hope to do here is I) to clear up some of this confusion 
and show how Klallam and Northern Straits are alike and how different; 2) show that, although the 
Northern Straits dialects are all mutually intelligible, there is lexical, phonological, and 
morphological variety among and even within them so that descriptive statements about one may 

not be correct for another; and 3) discuss the problem of the four varieties of Samish that appear in 
the literature. 

Section I discusses the history of the terminological confusion. Section 2 discusses the level 
of mutual intelligibility between Klallam and Northern Straits. Section 3 summarizes the lexical 
differences among the dialects, while sections 4 and 5 discuss the phonological and grammatical 
differences. Section 6 describes the problem of the four recorded varieties of Samish. Section 7 
briefly discusses dialect differences within Saanich and within Klallam. Section 8, points out 
some other complicating factors in sorting out the varieties including generational differences, 
male/female differences, and the new, revitalized varieties of the Straits languages and dialects. 
Section 9 summarizes the conclusions. 

1. History of the terminological confusion. The earliest confusing reference found was that of 
George Gibbs 1863. Gibbs, an adventurer and amateur anthropologist and linguist, grouped 
Klallam with Sooke and Songish as dialects of one language; Lummi, Saanich, and Semiahmoo as 
dialects of another; and Samish as a dialect of Lushootseed. Gibbs knew Klallam and Lummi, but 
there is no record of him having direct contact with any of the Canadian varieties of Northern 
Straits. However, given his knowledge of Klallam and Lummi it is ~ignificant that he placed the 
two as separate languages. 

Another pioneer, Myron Eells, who was a missionary to the Klallam and Twana at the 
Skokomish Reservation from 1874 and a prolific amateur anthropologist, commented that the 
Lummi language is a dialect of Klallam (Eels 1887). Eels apparently knew Klallam and Twana but 
had very little exposure to Lummi. In any case, as Castile 1985:vi notes Eells had a 'poor grasp' of 
linguistics. 

Boas 1891 reports on field work he conducted on Song ish in 1889. Boas refers to all the 
Salish an languages as 'dialects' in the sense used at the time by philologists, who, for example, 
referred to the Indo-European languages as 'dialects' of Proto-Indo-European. He does 
specifically, though, state that 'the same language, with only slight dialectic peculiarities' (563) is 
spoken by the Saanich, Sooke, and Klallam. There is no record either in his publications or in his 
unpublished notes that Boas had any direct knowledge of any Straits language or dialect but 
Songish. It seems likely that he took this classification on the judgment of his native speaking 
consultants. 

Charles Hill-Tout a pioneering Canadian anthropologist was a better linguist than Gibbs or 
Eells and had more knowledge of Salishan languages than Boas. In the introduction to his 
description of Songish (1907) he was the. first to lump all of Straits Salish an together as one 
language. He put Sooke, Saanich, Songish, Lummi, and Klallam together and referred to them as 
LEkoii~nEii (lak'Wau(n'au). Hill-Tout referred to the Songish language as LEkuiiEn (lak'Wauan). 

Actually, the word lak,wauan is what the Songish people call themselves, not their name for 
their language. The word lak'Wau(n'au is the name used by alii of the Straits languages and dialects 
including Songish for the language of the Songish people who live on the Songhees and Esquimalt 
Reserves and earlier at other villages on southern Vancouver Island. The term lak'waufn'au does 

1 Actually the Klallam speakers of the Olympic Peninsula use the cognate yak'w"O(n'aq to refer the language of both the 
Songish and Saanich. 
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refer to a linguistic unity, but only to the linguistic unity oftbose early villages and ofwbat we call 
today Songisb, not to all of Straits Salisban. It seems tbat Hill-Tout misunderstood tbis term as tbe 
Songish word referring to the linguistic unity of all of Straits Salishan. He came to this conclusion, 
no doubt, because of its phonetic similarity to Nortbern Straits laq'am(n'au and Halkomelem 
halq'ameynam which refer to the linguistic unity of the Halkomelem dialect continuum. 

It is clear that HiII-Tout's classification relied on anecdotal reports of language similarity 
and not first hand knowledge of tbe languages in question. His work shows knowledge of Songisb 
structure, but he did not know Klallam at all. Hill-Tout sbows his ignorance of Klallam by listing 
tbree villages at Becber Bay as Songisb. Tbe tbree village names are clearly Klallam words; the 
first, Nukstlaiyum, is obviously naxWs);'dy'am', the Klallam word for 'Klallam'. The second, 
TcIllnuk, is ciydnnaxW, tbe Klallam plural of Cdnnaxw 'salmon'. This was tbe name of one of the 
Klallam villages at Becher Bay and the current name for the Klallam Reserve at Becher Bay. The 
third, Tclwt!tsun, is c'ixW(en, the nameofone of the largest of all the Klallam villages which was 
not at Becher Bay at all but across the Strait of Juan de Fuca. It is today the Klallam name for the 
city of Port Angeles, Wasbington.2 

Boas and Haeberlin's (1927) landmark comparison of Salishan languages used HiII-Tout's 
data for the Straits group. They followed his classification and their work became the standard 
followed by Swadesh, Suttles, and others. 

The term 'Straits' for this group was first used by Wayne Suttles in his 1951 dissertation on 
the culture of the peoples of tbe Haro and Rosario Straits, whicb is now the standard reference on 
this culture area. This work covers the Sooke, Songish, Saanich, Semiahmoo, Lummi, and Saanich 
in detail but barely touches on the Becher Bay Klallam. There is no discussion of the main body of 
the Klallam people on the south side of the Juan de Fuca Strait. 

Suttles included Klallam as part of what he referred to as the 'Straits' language.3 But 
although he clearly new Northern Straits. well imd was the first to publish really accurate phonetic 
transcriptions of words from the Northern Straits dialects, he primarily focused on the culture of the 
peoples on the north side of the Juan de Fuca Strait. 

Suttles exposure to Klallam language was that of the people of Becher Bay, whose Klallam 
dialect shows lexical and phonological influence from the Northern Straits dialects. Some of the 
transcribed cultural terms presented merely as 'Straits' are not even cognate with the Klallam 
terms. He knew enough Klallam to recognize Hill-Tout's mistake with the three village names, but 
his unfamiliarity with the main body of Klallam language is evident in that he did not recognize 
that the third was the name for tbe village at Port Angeles. 

As for this third name, Suttles (17) comments that it is 'I believe, the name of the bay and 
possibly of a group who lived on it before the Klallam came.' Tbe word c'ixW(ean is clearly a 
Klallam word and bas a transparent Klallam etymology. The root of the word is c'ayaxW'enter' and 
the suffix -iean 'back'. The whole refers to the position of the village at the base of (inside and 
behind from the point of view of the open strait) the spit at Port Angeles. 

2 Hill-Tout apparently did not make use orlbe work of Gibbs, Eells; and olbers who each identify c'ixW(cn correctly. Gibbs 
lists Ibis name as Tsi-whit'zen wilb lb. correct gloss. 
3 Suttle. (p. c.) has since come to Ibe conclusion Ibat Klallam and Northern Straits are not mutually intelligible and are 
indeed separate languages. 
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In the 1960's Laurence C. Tbompson and M. Terry Thompson became the first to study the 
Klallam language in detail. Tbey were also tbe first professional linguists to have direct experience 
with both Northern Straits, Lummi in this case, and Klallam. In Thompson and Thompson (1971) 
and in Thompson (1979) they state that Klallam.is so divergent from the Northern Straits dialects 
as to constitute a separate language. For Thompson (1979) Straits is not a language but a subgroup 
of Central Coast Salishan comprised of two languages. In my work on Klallam in the 1970's and 
Northern Straits (Saanich) in the 1980's it also seemed clear to me that the two should be 
considered distinct languages, and I have declared this in print (Montier 1986:5). 

These unsupported contradictory claims have lead to such recent statements as that of 
Galloway (1990), who refers to the 'Straits language' as including Klallam, then two sentences 
later states that Nortbern Straits and Klallam comprise two separate languages. Jelinek and 
Demers (1994) use the term 'Straits Salish' in their title and throughout the paper, and much of 
what they say is relevant to all of the Straits group (and probably to neighboring Halkomelem and 
Lushootseed, as well), but much of the phonological and morphological detail is true only of 
Northern Straits and most of tbeir data are strictly Lummi. 

Suttles has also not been consistent in what he includes in Straits. In an article from 1960 
(Suttles 1978:30) he excludes Klallam: 'The speakers of Straits are the Sooke, Songish, and 
Saanich of Vancouver Island and the Samish, Lummi, and Semiahmoo on the opposite mainland.' 
In another article from 1972 (Suttles 1987: I 03) he lists those dialects then continues: 'Clallam on 
tbe soutbern shore of tbe Strait of Juan de Fuca is either a divergent dialect of Straits or a closely 
related language.' 

The problem is that, though the difference between Northern Straits and Klallam has been 
authoritatively asserted, it has nowhere been demonstrated. The Colville and Spokane Salishan 
languages of the interior, for example, have not been explicitly demonstrated to be distinct 
languages, but the distinction is never questioned. The distinct language status of Colville and 
Spokane need not be questioned or demonstrated because it does not suffer under the weight of the 
historical precedence and prominence of contrary declarations from the great pioneers like Boas 
and Suttles. 

2. On the degree of mutual Intelligibility between K1allam and Nortbern Straits. To test mutual 
intelligibility I have played clear tape recordings of Klallam narrative for Saanicb speakers and 
tapes of Saanich and Samisb for Klallam speakers. The reaction is typically first, "Ob, that's just 
like ours." But when asked to translate, they can only make out a word or phrase here and there. 

One of my Saanich consultants is the former son-in-law of one of my Becher Bay Klallam 
consultants. For some time years ago the two men had lived and worked together. Each claims, 
from their experience of talking together, that Saanich and Klallam are mutually intelligible. But 
each, when played a recorded narrative in the other's language, was unable to provide a translation. 
Each commented sometbing to tbe effect that if they could keep tbe tape and listen to it for a few 

days, they could figure it out for me. 
This is how close the languages are. There are surely many common phrases that are nearly 

identical across all or most of the dialects. For example, w':r.Cft en 'I know it' and Uwana ns:r.c(t 'I 
don't know' are nearly the same across all dialects including Klallam. Connected text, however, 
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intended only for Saanich or Klal1am ears with its ful1 range of lexical, phonological, and 
grammatical differences magnifies the divergence enough to make them mutually unintelligible. 
On the other hand, Saanich speakers have no trouble translating even old, scratchy, Samish 
recordings. 

Boas and Hill-Tout relied on the judgments of native speakers of Song ish as to the degree of 
similarity among the Northern Straits dialects and Klallam. Such judgments are not reliable. The 
high degree of multilingualism, feelings of kinship, and other cultural factors account for the 
unreliability of native speakers judgments about what is and what is not the same language. My 
main Saanich speaking consultant insists that Cowichan, a dialect of Halkomelem, is closer to 
Saanich than Klallam is, but in any objective linguistic parameter aside from a few lexical items 
Saanich and Klallam are much more similar to each other than either is to Cowichan. Sally 
Thomason (p.c.) has observed a similar situation among her Flathead (Montana Salish) consultants. 
One of the native speakers she has been working with listed not only the expected Spokane as 

basically the same language but also Colville and even Nez Perce, which by any linguistic standard 
is a member of an entirely different language family. 

3. Lexical differences. As a measure of lexical similarity, I have determined the percent cognate 
in Swadesh's 100 word list between each pair of dialects. Since the goal of using this word list is 
to indicate lexical similarity and difference and not glottochronology, I have counted as cognate 
those items that native speakers would recognize. Thus, for example, st 'we' in Klallam is 
probably historically related to ita 'we' in Saanich, but I did not count them as cognate. On the 
other hand, since one Klallam speaker' is aware of the Ilyli and alu correspondences and can 
quickly figure out cognates differing in these sound,s I have counted such differences as the same. 
The results are shown in the following chart: 

(2) Percent cognate in Swadesh 100 word list 

KI So Sg Sa Lm Smvu Smw Smrn 
KI (87) 75 73 75 74 77 73 
So (87) (92) (92) (84) (90) (89) (86) 
Sg 75 (92) 96 87 89 87 87 
Sa 73 (92) 96 85 89 87 87 
Lm 75 (84) 87 85 94 95 96 
Smvu 74 (90) 89 89 94 98 95 
Smw 77 (89) 87 87 95 98 95 
SmTB 73 (86) 87 87 96 95 95 

4 This speaker is the one from Becher Bay mentioned in section 2. above. He probably should be considered bilingual 
in Klallam and Northern Straits. 
5 This speaker often makes comments such as ~It's Itl? in Saanich? That would be yr17 in Klallam.· 
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Sooke is the most underdocumented of the dialects. I've put Sooke percentages in 

parentheses because I cpuld find only 63 of the 100 words in Sooke. So the Sooke numbers are 
probably unrealisticallYi high. 

Note that the KlaHam percentages range in the 70's. This is certainly in the range of 
difference between two ,closely related languages. This difference is comparable to that between 
the two Interior Salishan languages, Colville and Spokane, which have 74% cognate. 6 The percent 
cognate among the other dialects range in the high 80's and 90'S.7 

4. Phonological dlffererices. Phonologically the velar nasal is a very common sound and is 
distinctive of this grou~ among the languages of southern British Columbia and northern 
Washington.s All diale~ts share II and the vowel i and the following consonants in cognates: 

(3) P e kW q qW 
p' t' e' X' k'w q' q'W ? 

s C l: XW ~ ~w h 
m n y w 
m' n' y' w' 

with some variation in 7, h, the strength of the ejectives, and the presence or absence of 
laryngealization in the sonorants. 

The phonetic differences are charted in the list of sound correspondences in (4). This chart 
differs from those give~ in Thompson, Thompson, and Efrat in that I am including rather narrow 
phonetic differences. T)lOmpson, Thompson, and Efrat were interested in historical reconstruction. 
Here the intent is to display the dialect differences. 

(4) Differing Sound Correspondences 

KI So Sg Sa Lm Smvu Smw SmTB Sm? 
c sIS sIS s sIS sIS c 
c' c' c' c'lt'O c' c' t'O c'lt'O c' 
yli y lin 
u 0 a a/n ~/n a alu n/a ? 
a: e re eIre re/e e e alre e 
0/a :l :l :l :l :I :l :l :l 

6It may also help to put these numbers into perspective to note that Spanish and Italian share 82%. 
7 !t should ~e noted that all of Ibe~e percentages are somewhat higher than Ibose given by Swadesh (1950: I 59). This 
difference IS due to the different hsts used. I have used here Ibe basic 100,word list. Swadesh used a list of 165 words 
specifically selected for the Salish an languages. Some oflbe standard 100-word list were not in his Salishan list and 
vice versa. 
8 Native speakers are aware of tbe distinctiveness of tbe velar nasal. This is in part what accounts for the initial 'it's 
just the same' reaction mentioned in section 2. There is a popular Native American storyteller in the area who without 
actually knowing any oflbe languages does a remarkable job imitating Ibe sound of various of them. What makes his 
'Saanich' is a liberal sprinkling of velar nasals. 
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There are phonological as we\1 as phonetic differences between Kla\1am and Northern Straits. In 
Kla\1am */ has undergone a context free merger with *y, which merges with *i in most 
environments. In a\1 the Northern Straits dialects, except Sm" *c has at least partia\1y in a context 
free pattern of variable change merged with *s (see Thompson, Thompson, and Efrat for discussion 
of this pattern). Phonologica\1y these are the things that account for much of the lack of mutual 
intelligibility. Compare, for example, the forms in (5): 

(5) Sa ?i71ay: So ?i?yay : KI ?ti7iy 'house' 

Aside from differences in inventory there are differing patterns of phonotactics and 
phonological processes. In Saanich stressed vowels have very little variation. In Kla\1am stressed 
vowels are retracted (~ -t II, f -t e, u -t 6) before II and 7, and for some speakers also before y and 
w. Kla\1am stressed e is not entirely predictable, so there is a partial merger of ':Ila and ile in these 
environments. 

Klallam tolerates consonant clusters much more than the others. Whereas in Saanich one of 
the most common sounds is unstressed a, in some varieties of Klallam it hardly appears at all. This 
absence of unstressed schwa gives Klallam, especially Western Klallam, many long consonant 
clusters with sonorant consonants often becoming syllabic. The cognates shown in (6) are 
examples: 

(6) Sa ?':Iitel':lIJ':Ixw 'person' : KI ?cttllYlJxw 'person, Indian' 

In Saanich, with many consonant clusters broken by unstressed schwa, there is typically only 
one non-schwa vowel per word and this is the stressed vowel i, e, or a. In Klallam, on the other 
hand, because of the lack of unstressed schwa, w most often surfaces as u, y (from both Proto­
Straits y and l) becomes i, and schwa becomes a before 7 and h. So Klallam words often have a 
number of non-schwa vowels. In Saanich the glides y and w do become i and u, respectively in 
some uncommon environments but are never stressed and never undergo deletion or reduction as 
vowels. In Kla\1am, on the other hand, sometimes even non-schwa unstressed vowels including 
syllabic y and ware deleted: 

Loss of unstressed a further amplifies the phonic difference between the two by giving Klallam 
difficult to hear oppositions like k'Wanls 'he looks at it' vs. k'wanc 'look at me'. 

There are other minor phonological differences. For example, Northern Straits, Qut not 
Klallam, has lost certain cases of intervocalic 7 and h resulting in a surface distinction of length in 
vowels a and e. The sum of these large and small differences gives Klallam an overall sound 
distinctly different from that of the Northern dialects. 
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S. Grammatical differences. There are a number of grammatical differences but most of these are 
less striking than the phonological differences. The basic persoll markers are listed in (8) - (10). 
The subjects are listed in (8), the objects in (9), and the genitives in (10). 

(8) Subjects Isg Ipl 2 3 trans 
KI cn sl cxw -s 
So sn il sxw -':IS 
Sg s':ln it':l sxw -':IS 
Sa s':ln tt" SXW -':IS 
Lm s':ln t SXW -':IS 
Smvu s':ln it:l SXW -:IS 
Smw sn t sxw -:IS 
SmTB s':In it':l sxw -:IS 

(9) Objects Isg Ipl 2 
KI -cl-ulJ(':I)s -ulJi -cl-ulJ:I 
So -s/-alJ:ls -alJ:li -s/-a1)':1 
Sg -s/-alJ':Is -:llxw -s':l/-a1):1 
Sa -s/-alJ:ls -al'xw -s':l/-alJ:I 
Lm -:lIJ':IS -:lIJ':It -:>IJ"S 
Smvu -sl-alJ':IS _al'xw -s':l/-alJ':I 
Smw -sl-alJ':Is -alJt -s/-s':l/-alJ:I 

(10) Genitives Isg Ipl 2 3 
KI n-/n:l- -t n' -I?:ln'- -s 
So n':l- -il 7"n' -/h:ln'- -s 
Sg n':l- -it;;> 7:/0' -/n'- -s 
Sa n':l- -it;;> 1"n' -/n'- -s 
Lm n':l- -t 7"n-/n' - -s 
Smvu n':l- -it:l 7:/0'- -s 
Smw n:l- -t 7:/0' -/n'- -s 
SmTB n,,- -it:l 7:1n' -/n'- -s 

The biggest differences are found in Ihe objects. In this, Lummi differs most from the others in 
having completely homophonous 1 sl singular and 2nd person objects. In Songish and Saanich 
these objects are always dislinct. In Klallam and Sooke they are homophonous in some paradigms 
and distinct in others. 
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As Jelinek and Demers 1983 first showed for Lummi there are restrictions on combinations 
of subject and object in basic transitive constructions. In Lummi transitive constructions having a 
third person subject and first or second person object are impossible. In these cases the passive 
must be used. As close as Saanich is to Lummi, it differs in this respect. In Saanich the passive is 
required only with the combination of third person subject and second person object. 

Klallam is like Lummi in that it disallows a third person subject with both first and second 
person objects. However, Klallam goes farther than Lummi in that the third person subject marker 
is very rarely used and only occu1;.'> in a few of the transitive paradigms (see Montier 1996). In 
Kla1\am the passive is preferred with any third person agent. The chart in (l I) summarizes the 
restrictions in the various dialects. A plus indicates that the combination is allowed in a transitive 
construction; a minus indicates that it is not allowed and the passive is required. Information on 
how Sooke and Songish work is limited. 

(11) 
3/1 
3/2 
3/3 

KI So 

? 

+/- + 

Sg 

? 

+ 

Sa 
+ 

+ 

Lm 

+ 

Smvu SmLD 
+ 

+ + 

There are a number of morphological differences. For example, each dialect has 
reduplicative patterns for plural, imperfective, diminutive, etc. but the patterns differ: 

Klallam and Northern Straits both have complicated systems of demonstratives but the 
systems differ in a number of respects. Both have a feminine/non-feminine distinction but non­
cognate forms: Sa e- vs. KI i-. In Saanich and Songish a subordinator kWa 'if, when' is distinct in 
form from demonstratives and enclitics. In Klallam kWa represents three different morphemes: 'if, 
when', 'definite, invisible (demonstrative)" and 'infonnative (enclitic),. The Klallam 
demonstrative system is much richer including non-obligatory plurals and unrealized/indefinite. 

Other grammatical differences: Saanich, Sooke, and Songish have hortative Jisle, for which 
there is no cognate in Klallam except in the Becher Bay dialect. Several different evidential 
particles occurring in Saanich are not found in Klallam and vice versa. Klallam has a number of 
prefixes not found or merged in Northern Straits such as nuJ- 'similar', IsaJ- 'origin', ca- 'come 
from', etc. Northern Straits has txW_ 'buy', -ai 'origin' and other suffixes that are unknown in 
Kla1\am. The position and form of the 'future'/'intentive' with the 1st subject differs: KI caJn : 
Lm sasan : Sa, Sg, So, Smvu, SmrB, SmLD s(a)nsaJ. 

Aside from phonological and grammatical differences there are numerous idiomatic 
differences found in such as time expressions, comparison, customary story beginnings and 
endings, greeting, leave taking, thanking, etc. 

6. The problem ofthe Sarnlshes. Suttles (1951 :iv) claimed that the last speaker of Samish died in 
1948, and until the 1980's there was no reason to doubt this. Today we have in the literature four 
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varieties of Northern Straits speech referred to as 'Samish' ,9 the differences among which are as 
great as the differences between any two of the Northern Straits dialects. 

The variety of Samish that I've labeled with a subscript question mark, Sm?, is represented 
by two words in Thompson, Thompson, and Efrat's work on reconstructing Proto-Straits. They 
credit Suttles with supplying the Samish forms. There is one more word that probably is from this 
dialect, sqdwc 'potato', in Suttles 1987:144. This word has the c of Sm? but has a for expected e. 
It is surprising that the phonology of these few words is so different from more recent recordings of 
Samish. 

These three words were alI the published information on Samish until Galloway's 1990 
sketch, which was based on three speakers. I've labeled these with subscript initials VU, LD, and 
TB. 

Speaker VU, was an elder who had lived most of his life at East Saanich and was in fact the 
next door neighbor of my main Saanich consultant. The second speaker, LD is a monolingual 
introduced to Ga1\oway by speaker VU living at Malahat, an area west of Saanich traditionally 
considered Halkomelem territory. The third, speaker TB, was found on a tape in the University of 
Washington Archives recorded by Leon Metcalf in 1953. Metcalf introduces the tape as 'Tommy 
Bob speaking Samish' and in the speech, Tommy Bob, himself says that he is speaking Samish. 
This tape contains a sermon and a substantial word list. 

Speaker VU was a widely known professional orator and paid speaker at namings and other 
traditional ceremonies. He was considered by all to be a Saanich speaker, in fact a great Saanich 
speaker. I had the opportunity, thanks to Eloise Jelinek, to work with VU for a short time before he 
passed away in 1988. It is my impression that he was basicalIy speaking Saanich, but making a 
few inconsistent dialect adjustments. It can be seen in the charts in (8), (9), (10), and (11) that this 
dialect is essentially the same as Saanich. 

Speaker LD's dialect is certainly not Saanich. She is a very quiet person and spoke very 
little in the presence of VU's powerful personality when we were alI together in 1988. I visited her 
again in 1991 and worked with her and her nephew (there are apparently 3 or 4 people at Malahat 
who speak this dialect). When I asked LD what the name of her language was she surprised me 
with [ak'Wau(n'au, which is the native name for the Songish language. Others there calI their 
dialect simply 'Malahat'. 

Speaker TB's dialect is the most puzzling. Tommy Bob (also spelled Bobb) was a locally 
famous preacher and spirit dancer living at the Swinomish Reservation in Lushootseed territory 
where many Samish had settled. He was interviewed by anthropologist Marian W. Smith in 1938 
(Smith 1949:339). Here his language is not identified, but he does use the Lushootseed word 
skwadilac rather than the Northern Straits cognate skWan([fJc for the name of his spirit power. He 
was also recorded in 1950 by ethnomusicologist Willard Rhodes as a Skagit speaker and singer, but 
even Rhodes extremely poor phonetic transcription shows that Tommy Bob was not speaking 
Skagit. 

'There is actually yet another 'Samish' mentioned in Ibeliterature. Smilb, writing in Ibe concluding sections of Collins 1949, 
indicates tbat there were actually two groups of people referred to as ·Samisb'. One she callslbe Upper Samish 'spoke a 
Salish similar to Ibat of lb. Lower Skagit', that is, a dialect of Lushootseed, not Straits at all. Th. olber. living on Ibe salt 
water, spoke Northern Straits. It may be this Upper Samish Ibat Gibbs was referring to in his classification (see beginning of 
section 1). 
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When this tape first surfaced, Suttles suspected that Tommy Bob was actually speaking 
Saanich and asked me to try it on my Saanich consultants. I played the sermon recorded on the 
tape for them skipping the introduction and without commenting myself on what it was. Their 
immediate reaction was 'Is that Lummi?' Whatever it is it is definitely not Saanich, but the 
Saanich speakers were able to give a complete sentence by sentence translation of the speech 
commenting here and there on idiomatic and lexical differences. 

Although the Tommy Bob tape is old and not the greatest quality, it is clear that he is 
producing a (J. This is especially evident in Metcalf's careful and slightly exaggerated echoing of 
the words and in Tommy Bob's corrections of Metcalf's pronunciation. The puzzling thing about 
Tommy Bob's Samish is why does it have (J rather than the alveolar affricate as recorded by Suttles 
or s as does most of Northern Straits. First of all, Suttles published transcriptions are always 
accurate. And secondly, as Thompson, Thompson, and Efrat show, the Saanich (J is due to more or 
less recent diffusion from Halkomelem. In fact the closer one gets to Halkomelem territory the 
more thetas there are and the more prominently interdental they are. How did Tommy Bob's 
Samish get the (J when neither Samish nor Swinomish territory are contiguous with Halkomelem? 

The charts (4), (8), (9), (\0), and (II) show that the differences among these varieties of 
Samish are as great as t\;le differences between any two of the Northern Straits dialects. I doubt 
that there will ever be a satisfactory explanation for this variety of Samishes. 

7. Dialect differences within K1allam and within Saanich. The differences among the Samishes 
are greater than the differences within any of the dialects. There are, however, differences to be 
found within Klallam and within Saanich. 

The variety found within Saanich is mostly in minor phonological differences and a very few 
lexical differences. For example, older generation East Saanich [e] corresponds to West Saanich, 
and younger generation [re], and the low back vowel is usually slightly rounded in West Saanich 
but not in East Saanich. A noticeabledifference between East and West Saanich is in the 
articulation of the dental fricative, 19/. In East Saanich it is a grooved spirant and not interdental. 
To my ear it is often difficult to distinguish between it and lsI. In West Saanich this fricative is 
clearly a slit interdental. 

The differences between Eastern and Western Klallam are somewhat greater than those 
between the varieties of Saanich. Differences between Klallam from Port Angeles westward and 
Klallam from Jamestown eastward have been noted by Eells (1894) who reports the Klallam of 
'Elwha, Pysht, and Clallam Bay [all west of Port Angeles] speaking, it is said, as if with thicker 
tongues than the others.' Native speakers today speak of Western Klallam as somehow 'rougher' 
or 'harsher' than Eastern Klallam. The Thompsons worked for several years with Klallam speakers 
from the Eastern areas Jamestown and Little Boston before working briefly with speakers from 
Elwha, where they became aware of marked dialect differences (M. T. Thompson, p. c.). Although 
there certainly are some lexical differences, the biggest difference between Eastern and Western 
Klallam that I have been able to determine is in the general lack of unstressed schwa in Western 
Klallam. This is very distinctive and surely enough to evoke the 'thick tongue' or 'harsh' 
impression. These differences are summarized and exemplified in (13). 

11 

(13) ESa e, a,! : WSa re, 11, (J 

EKI pfipas WKI pfsps 'cat' 
EKI IIdfi : WKI ?;y' 'good' 

8. Other complications. Aside from the regional dialect differences there are other varieties that 
complicate the picture of the Straits Salishan subgroup. There are differences as great as those 
within a dialect found between generations within a single family. There are also slight differences 
between male and female speakers. However, the major variation to be seen is the differences 
between the language of the native speakers and revitalized language of those speakers whose first 
language is English and who have learned Klallam or Lummi as a second language. 

8.1. Generational differences. There seems to be a tendency for younger (under 60 years of age) 
native Saanich speakers to have more of the characteristics of West Saanich even if they come from 
East Saanich families and live at East Saanich. This may have something to do with the social 
prominence of West Saanich and its school and very successful language program initiated by the 
late Dave Eliot, Sr. in the 1970' s. 

Phonologically, younger native speakers of Saanich have more interdental (J and re for e. 
This may be due to influence from Halkomelem. There are actually more speakers of the Cowichan 
dialect of Halkomelem living on the Saanich reserves, especially the western reserves, through 
intermarriage than there are native speakers of Saanich. Several of the older children of one of my 
Saanich consultants actually speak Cowichan semi-fluently but speak almost no Saanich at all. 
There are thus also more Cowichan loans in the speech of younger speakers. 

Grammatical leveling is evident among younger Saanich speakers. This can especially be 
seen in the reduplication patterns which are fewer and much more regular and productive among 
younger speakers. Younger speakers make much less use oflexical suffixes in both compounding 
and incorporation functions. Periphrastic forms are preferred. This mayor may not be due to the 
influence of English. Among native speakers I can see, in general, very little English influence. 

Less use of lexical suffixes and more periphrastic constructions are also found among 
younger native speakers ofKlallam. Non-English external influence, however, is not found among 
younger native Klallam speakers, but the general internal tendencies of Klallam seem to be 
exaggerated. Younger Klallam speakers actually have fewer unstressed schwas and more 
consonant clusters than older speakers. They also have fewer glottal stops and laryngealized . 
sonorants. The combination of these two phonological developments has produced the merger of 
the first and second person genitives for some younger speakers: 

(14) a. n:ltan - ntan 'my mother' 

b. ?:In'tan - n'tan 'your mother' 

(15) nIBn 'my motherlyour mother' 
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The forms in (14) are those of older Klallam speakers. The loss of unstressed schwa, glottal stops, 
and glottalization produce (15) in younger native speakers. 

S.2. Male/female differences. In Lummi, Saanich, and Klallam female speakers are more likely to 
use glottal stops and have stronger glottalization. For example, male Klallam speakers would tend 
to say siam while females would use si7am' 'boss'. I have found similar differences between 
closely related male and female speakers of Saanich as well. Bowman and Demers 1982 list a 
number of other differences found between a brother and sister native speakers of Lummi. 

S.3. Revitalized languages: New Klallam, New Lummi. The most divergent varieties of Klallam, 
Lummi, and Saanich are those of people whose first or primary language is English and have 
learned or relearned the ancestral language as a second language. Many such speakers are young, 
but some are actually elders, have been speaking the tribal language for some time, and have 
achieved a high degree of fluency. They are able to give speeches, tell stories, and carry on limited 
conversation in the language. 

Recent interest and efforts in the revival of the languages of the ancestors has generated a 
significant number of new speakers. For example, at spirit dances, canoe races, and various other 
intertribal gatherings Lummi is frequently heard. Yet there have not been any native speakers of 
Lummi for over ten years. The impression among members of neighboring tribes and the outside 
community is that there are many speakers of Lummi. There are indeed many Lummi speakers, but 
this due to the language policy of the Lummi Reservation and to the heroic efforts of a few 
individuals, especially William Arthur James, in the learning, teaching, and promoting the use of 
their language. 

A language cannot exist without a purpose. Among a language's many functions it is the 
emblematic function that is the most needed, the most viable, in the Native American communities 
of the northwest. Knowing one's ancestral language functions as nothing more and nothing less 
than the singular emblem of pride in one's identity. Revitalization efforts that have focused on this 
function have been most successful. 

Although the overriding goal for second language learners is to speak a form of the language 
as close to that of the ancestors as possible, this focus on the emblematic function puts perfection 
of matching the ancestors' pronunciation and grammatical construction into the background. These 
new varieties differ from the native speaker varieties as much or more than any of the native 
dialects differ from one another. 

The grammatical systems of the new varieties are greatly simplified. Periphrastic 
constructions dominate to the near total exclusion of lexical suffixes. The transitive and 
intransitive paradigms are greatly leveled and aspect marking is very limited. 

There are many neologisms. Some derive from native expressions such as Klallam snu7n"kw 

);'uyqs 'television', literally 'ghost box'. Others are lighthearted derivations from English such as 
Lummi q'as(no 'casino'. Some new words are simply coined such as Klallam i5fi!a 'popcorn'.lO 

10 This word may have had some outside influence. It was made up at a meeting of the Klallam Language Program 
participants in 1995. The purpose of the meeting was to come up witb words for a list of modem things tbat bad no 
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The most striking difference between the old and new varieties are phonological. There are 

wholesale phonological shifts under English influence. Consonant clusters are simplified or broken 
by vowels, gloUalization is lost completely on sonorants and sporadically on obstruents, and most 
glottal stops are missing. A particularly obvious change is the replacement of the lateral affricate, 
);.' ,by kl or k'l. This actually does little phonologically since there are otherwise no such clusters. 
Other non-English sounds are generally replaced: q becomes k, ~ becomes h, k, or x, and XW 

becomes hw or kw. 

9. Conclusions. Mosl native speakers of Klallam, especially those of the main body of Klallam 
territory south of the Juan de Fuca Strait, consider there speech a distinct language from the 
Northern Straits dialects. The two are not mutually intelligible and the lexical, phonological, and 
grammatical differences between the two are on the order of a language difference. They should 
therefore be considered distinct languages. 

Among the Northern Straits dialects the most similar are Saanich and Songish. As far as 
available data show, they are grammatically identical and phonologically as close as, say, standard 
American English and standard Canadian English, that is, hardly distinguishable. Sooke is 
certainly phonologically more divergent, while Lummi has some lexically and grammatically 
distinguishing characteristics. Of the four varieties of Samish SmLD is closest to Lummi, Smvu is 
essentially Saanich, SniTB shows lexical similarity to Lummi but phonological similarity to Saanich, 
and Sm? cannot be placed. 

There is some slight variety within the dialects based on region, generation, and gender, but 
the most dramatic differneces are those found between the native speakers and the new speakers. 
As Bill James has pointed out, a living language is a changing language. It is necessary today to 
recognize and respect these new varieties as New Lummi and New Klallam. 
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