Tsunamis and Native American Legends

The Quinault Indian Tribe of Washington was the first Native American community in the country to receive a “TsunamiReady” designation on May 30, 2002.  The Quinaults will be able to set a standard for other tribes to establish infrastructure and systems to save lives and protect property.  This is a very important step since earthquake dangers exist in the Pacific Northwest.  

In the past century, tsunamis have damaged the Pacific Northwest coastline (Northern California, Oregon and Washington).  When a magnitude 9.0 earthquake occurred January 26, 1700, tribal coastal communities were probably destroyed by these large ocean waves. The area in which the oceanic tectonic plate (Juan de Fuca) is pulled or driven beneath a continental plate (North American) is called the Cascadia Subduction Zone.  A major CSZ earthquake and subsequent tsunami would have reached the shore in less than 30 minutes.  

Ruth S. Ludwin, University of Washington, Pacific Northwest Seismograph Network (PNSN) has researched Native American stories along the coast of Cascadia from the Yurok territory in northern California to Kwakwaka’wakw tribal lands at the northern end of Vancouver Island.  These subduction zone events are represented in the oral literature of the Pacific Northwest Indians.  

The battle between the Thunderbird (wind) and Whale (water) are referenced in connection with the shaking and flooding all along the Cascadia coast.  Thunderbird holding a whale is a prominent theme in Native American art as well.  
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