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GREASE TRAILS

Trade amongst the Indians of the Northwest generally followed the pattern prevalent in the East. The exchange of luxury goods was unique, however, in that it was dominated by a single product: oolichan, or grease, fish. Nine to ten inches long and native to the Pacific Northwest, the oily oolichan fish were highly prized for two reasons. First, they provided an abundance of fish oil used to improve the flavor of the Indians’ winter diet of dried fish. More important, the grease fish were so oily that the Native Americans could use them as candles simply by lighting them.

No northwestern product was traded as extensively as the oolichan fish. The Tsimshian Indians who controlled the oolichan business by virtue of their location along the Nass River caught the fish during their annual runs in March and April. After cooking the fish down to get the grease, they transported them inland by canoe and then along forest paths known as “grease trails.” So desirable were the fish that the Tsimshian people achieved great wealth; they thus became the “envy of the whole coast.”
Source: George Woodchuck, Peoples of the Coast: The Indians of the Pacific Northwest (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1977).

as a result of their regular, reciprocal commerce. At the same time they warred ceaselessly with the Iroquois confederation, with which they did not trade.

The Ritual of Exchange. The diplomatic nature of trade and its basis in the Indians’ system of reciprocal social relations powerfully shaped the way it was conducted. The trading itself took place only after several days of feasting, speeches, and the exchange of formal gifts between headmen designed to ease tensions between the parties and to assure continued commercial relations. Reciprocity and the desire to retain good relations also governed the actual bartering. As a result, while northeastern Indians keenly understood the relative market value of a commodity, they refused to haggle for fear of offending their trading partners and destroying the commercial relations on which peace rested.

