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Wit’ax galilwulxt wimal 
isk’ulya. Gachlglkl ilglkl 
ilgwalilx qushtíaxa ilkala 
Gachlgelkel  malnix. 
 akshkix lep galxúx 
ilaxním. ilakshn gigad 
ixt inagun, digad ixt 
inagun akshkix; ilaxnim 
inagun liglgat. Kwapt tk’i 
gachiux; gachlglkl ilaxnim 
agawawat engi, lgiaqtilal 
aknimba. Galixluxwait: 
“Lepet alxúxwa anigelgaya 
anilxuxtga ixt ilanagun; 
gwánixch’a qengi alxúxwa” 
Wit’ax galilwulxt wimal 
isk’ulya. Gachlglkl ilglkl 
ilgwalilx qushtíaxa ilkala 
Gachlgelkel  malnix. 
akshkix lep galxux   

Tongue

Grandmother        

For millennia, the ancient  
language of the Wasco 
tribe echoed throughout 
the Columbia River Gorge. 
Today, only three people in 
the world speak it �uently. 
Can a onetime forklift 
operator and single mom 
save it from extinction? 

By Chris Lydgate
Photographs by Leah Nash
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Just outside the elementary school, the Tribal Language Annex 
occupies a double-wide trailer that gives the impression of permanent 
temporariness: Steel mesh security grates are bolted over its windows; 
sheets of corrugated aluminum hang from its frame like a tattered 
skirt. Inside, a lesson is already well under way: A tribal elder listens 
patiently while Deanie Johnson takes a deep breath and attempts to 
conjugate the treacherous Kiksht verb eniu�em, �to write.�

�Eniunu�em,� she says, carefully maneuvering through the tangle 
of syllables. �Emiunu�em. Chiunu�em . . .�

Linguists instinctively tiptoe around words like extinction when 
discussing Indian languages, retreating into academic jargon such 

as linguistic shift or language obsolescence. When pressed, however, 
experts concede that Kiksht, the ancestral language of the Wasco 
and Wishram tribes, teeters on the edge of extinction.

�It�s pretty far down the road to language death,� says Robert 
Moore, a linguistic anthropologist at the National University of 
Ireland, who has been studying Kiksht for more than 20 years.

�Saving Kiksht in its most complete sense at this point will be 
very, very dif�cult,� agrees former tribal linguist Hank Millstein, who 
spent the �70s and �80s studying the reservation�s languages. �It would 
require incredible dedication.�

Kiksht (which more or less rhymes with �mixed�) is the sole sur-
viving member of the Chinookan family of languages. No 
one now alive can remember the time when Chinookan 
echoed along the Columbia River from The Dalles all the 
way to the Paci�c Ocean. Long before Lewis and Clark 
embarked on their expedition, or Lovejoy and Pettygrove 
tossed their coin, Chinookan was the original language 
of Portland. (Many local place-names still in use today 
derive from these tongues: Multnomah, for example, 
comes from the Chinookan word for �downriver.�)

But in 1855, the U.S. government banished the Indian 
tribes of central Oregon to the Warm Springs Reserva-
tion, 1,000 square miles of desolation on the eastern 
�ank of Mount Jefferson.

The signatories of the treaty comprised two main 
groups: the Wasco, who spoke Kiksht, and the Warm 
Springs, who spoke Ichishkiin. By the 1880s, they were 
joined by a band of Paiute from southeastern Oregon 
who spoke Numu. These three languages, which sur-
vived a century of bloodshed, starvation and smallpox, 
are now �nally succumbing to the relentless siege of 

awn breaks reluctantly over the high desert, creeping in from  
the east like a cold gray ghost. A stubborn fog cloaks the Warm Springs 
Reservation, muf�ing the canyons, obscuring the cliffs, smudging the jag-

ged contours of the landscape. Along Wasco Street in The Agency, the reservation�s larg-
est settlement, the headlights of a lone school bus pierce the February gloom. It stops 
outside the brick schoolhouse and with a pneumatic hiss disgorges a parade of children, 
chattering on their way to class, girls sporting long black braids, boys with their baseball 
caps on backward. A tumbleweed wheels across the playground, driven by a bitter wind.
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